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Introduction

In St. Augustine, Florida a young man rested following his long march to the town’s fort.
His thick white and red uniform was stifling in the heat and humidity of the Florida spring.
Thankfully, the ancient walls of the Castillo de San Marcos provided some relief from the sun.
Since he was not expected to fight that day, he sat within the fort with the other English troops,
as the Spanish awaited the arrival of Sir Francis Drake. Before long, a commotion could be heard
emanating from Matanzas Bay. The Spanish soldiers rushed to the upper level of the fort as
English pirates begin to climb the walls. The young man remarked that the “pirates were awfully
good this year and I don’t think they were drunk.”1
In 1926, James Erwin wrote a series of letters to his father describing his experience
playing the role of an English soldier during the Ponce de Leon Celebration (PDLC). The PDLC
was a historical pageant based on the imagined early history of St. Augustine, Florida. From
1885-1930 the Celebration was held on at least eighteen occasions. At first glance, one might
assume that the PDLC was created strictly with entertainment in mind. However, historical
pageants had larger implications within communities. Residents learned about their history
through pageants and parades, though there was no guarantee this history was accurate. Historian
Michel-Rolph Trouillot explains that “long before average citizens read the historians who set
the standards of the day for colleagues and students, they access history through celebrations, site
and museum visits, movies, national holidays, and primary school books.” 2 PDLC organizers

James Erwin to Bigy, Apr. 7, 1926. MC78, Folder 5, Erwin Family Papers 1920-1929, St. Augustine Historical
Society, St. Augustine, Florida.
2
Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995),
20.
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crafted a dramatic retelling of the city’s early history that was intended for public consumption.
This version glorified their heroes, Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, while creating
fictionalized Native Floridian characters and erasing African Americans entirely. The
whitewashed and sanitized story of St. Augustine’s early history was perfectly suited for white
spectators. Through their fictional origin story, the white elites of St. Augustine could glory in
the legacy of their imagined ancestors, while ignoring the violence that permeates the city’s
history.

Throngs of Spectators at City Gate, c. 1907-10 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

On March 27th and 28th, 1885 the first PDLC took place in St. Augustine to
commemorate the 373rd anniversary of Ponce de León’s landing in Florida. This first celebration
was organized by the St. Augustine Yacht Club, an exclusive club for wealthy white residents
and winter visitors, whose members included the famous industrialist Henry Morrison Flagler. In
addition to the main feature of the PDLC- daily historical pageants- there were boat races, balls,
concerts, and firework shows. For several days, the city was in a frenzy of activity. In his letters,
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Erwin described these events in detail, including marching during the parades, Ponce de León’s
costume, and the silk-lined carriages which carried the actress portraying Queen Isabella and her
ladies-in-waiting to the ball. The PDLC proved to be incredibly popular with the local white
community and white tourists. The enthusiasm was so widespread that some felt newcomers
might become overwhelmed, the St. Augustine Record observed that “the poor ‘outsider’
wanders into the city fire department to find the fire chief and his men wearing high silk hats,
broad brimmed Spanish sombreras (sic), velvet trousers and other stray bits of clothing
indigenous to the old days of Spain. In the city offices girls are seen with tall wigs and flowing
skirts. The whole town is in a frenzy of anticipation.”3
The first PDLC of 1885 came on the cusp of the Flagler era (1888-1913), a period in St.
Augustine marked by significant growth which was attributed to the famous industrialist, Henry
M. Flagler. According to historian Tracy J. Revels, the boosters of nineteenth century St.
Augustine were trailblazers in tourism and promotion.4 Following the Civil War, there was
increased travel to Florida. At the time, promoters praised northeast Florida’s climate. Among
those promoting St. Augustine was Dr. Andrew Anderson, a local physician who claimed that
the air and temperature of the city was good for health.5 St. Augustine’s unique architecture,
culture, and weather made it an appealing locale for visitors from the northeast. In December
1883 Flagler and his second wife, Ida Alice, made their way to St. Augustine for their
honeymoon.6 It was not the first time he made the trip to Florida, but it was one of several he
would make in the early 1880s. During one of these trips, Flagler made the decision to construct

“What’s this Pageant Business all About? Asks an “outsider,” St. Augustine Record, Apr. 4, 1926.
Tracy J. Revels, Sunshine Paradise: A History of Florida Tourism (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2011)
8.
5
Revels, Sunshine Paradise, 10.
6
Thomas Graham, Mr. Flagler’s St. Augustine (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014), 42.
3
4
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the Hotel Ponce de Leon. The construction of the hotel was the first piece of his plan to make St.
Augustine the “Newport of the south.”7 Some have argued that this decision was in part
influenced by attending the first PDLC, which happened just weeks before he purchased his first
plot of land from the Anderson family.8 The impact that Flagler had on the pageant in later years
was equally significant.
The organization of the PDLC was a serious undertaking, with planning beginning
months in advance. White St. Augustine residents were responsible for every detail of the
pageant, which was a source of pride for the community. 9 Numerous committees were organized
to oversee different parts of the pageant including decorations, publicity, and fireworks. 10 The
finance committee was responsible for collecting money to pay for the pageant, which generally
cost $5,000 or more, comparable to $143,000 today.11 Local businesses, including the Florida
East Coast Railway Company, offered financial support. Elite white residents of the city also
participated in the PDLC by decorating their homes in Spanish colors and styles. Many residents
and prominent local figures took part in not only the organization of the celebration, but also by
acting in many of the roles needed for the pageant. Some of the most coveted roles, including
Ponce de León, were cast in the pageant through voting. In the months leading up to the PDLC,
the community could vote for one of many candidates to fill the role, at the cost of ten cent per

Edward N. Akin, Flagler: Rockefeller Partner and Florida Baron (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1991),
116.
8
Sidney Walter Martin, Florida’s Flagler (Athens, GA: University Press of Georgia, 1949), 106.
9
“Local Citizens are Unaided in Giving of 3-day Program,” St. Augustine Record, Apr. 4, 1926. During the height
of the American historical pageantry movement, it was common to have an organizer write and direct the pageant.
There were companies, such as Van Horn and Son, that were created with the sole purpose of organizing these
events. For more, see David Glassberg’s American Historical Pageantry.
10
This information comes directly from souvenir booklets that were published for many of the PDLC.
11
“Budget Made for Celebration,” St. Augustine Record, Feb. 18, 1909. Inflation rate found at:
https://www.officialdata.org/us/inflation/1909?amount=5000
7
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vote.12 The roles were often filled by businessmen, fire chiefs, and men from prominent families
in St. Augustine, especially those claiming Spanish or Minorcan heritage. By 1925 two new roles
for women, Queen Isabella and Indian Princess Arriola, were popular among white socialites.
While there were many activities during the celebration, the central focus of the whole
event were the daily historical pageants. Newspapers published special editions to promote the
daily festivities and provide overviews of that day’s historical scenes. Headlines like “Menéndez
Founds City Tomorrow” and “Spectacular Indian Attack on White Settlers Will be Imposing
Scene Tomorrow Night” let spectators know where they were in the historical timeline of the
pageant, which ran from 1513 to 1821, when Florida was admitted as a state. Over the entirety of
the PDLCs history, this timeline followed a similar pattern. The Celebration always began in the
fictional Native American village of Cautio, the name for Florida according to a fictional
Lucayan guide, just as Ponce de León “discovered” Florida. Another key event in St.
Augustine’s origin story, the founding of the city by Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, was typically
shown on the second day of the pageant. Sir Francis Drake’s (1586) sacking of St. Augustine and
Georgie governor James Oglethorpe’s (1740) siege, as well as imagined nineteenth-century
Seminole Indian attacks on white settlers, were portrayed on the final day and were on a smaller
scale. The changing of the flags ceremony, in which St. Augustine was symbolically transferred
to the Americans in 1821, generally closed the show.
The organizers of the PDLC played an integral role in crafting St. Augustine’s origin
story for public consumption. Anthropologist Patricia C. Griffin argued that during the PDLC,
“the history portrayed was that of the romantic conquistadors, solidifying the St. Augustine

“Ponce de Leon Voting Contest,” St. Augustine Record, Feb 8, 1907. This is just one example of the voting
process from the PDLC.
12
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founding myth in drama form.”13 Organizers sought to create a version of St. Augustine’s history
that supported white objectives. Native American characters were created by utilizing
contemporary scholarly works and stereotypes. What resulted was homogenous group of Native
Floridians who supported the myth that they willingly gave control of Florida to the Spanish
colonizers. White organizers erased African Americans from the city’s history altogether, despite
their deep roots in the city. African American’s forced absence from the PDLC was used to
create a mirage of social cohesion as violence towards the black community during Jim Crow
was increasing. While it was primarily a local historical pageant, the PDLC had a wide reach.
Many of the spectators for the Celebration were tourists staying in St. Augustine for the winter
season. Undoubtedly, visitors took stories of the PDLC back to their homes across the United
States.
The PDLC is a fascinating study in community mythmaking and public history in
Florida. It was unlike many historical pageants across the country since it had an entirely local
focus, unlike other pageants which showcased national history. Historical pageantry in the
United States during the late nineteenth century until the 1920s served several functions,
particularly in the construction of community and national identity. 14 Unfortunately, little work
has been done on northeast Florida within this context. The PDLC was uncommon within the
American historical pageantry movement as the history of Spanish Florida supplanted the shared
national experience. Instead of generic scenes of the Revolutionary War (1775-1783) and town
life, the PDLC showcased Spanish conquistadors and Seminole Indian attacks. However, the
pageant still served a similar function to those on the national scale. Organizers developed a

Patricia C. Griffin, “The Impact of Tourism and Development on Public Ritual and Festival: St. Augustine,
Florida, 1821-1987,” PhD diss., (University of Florida, 1988), 122.
14
David Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of Tradition in the Early Twentieth Century (Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 3-6.
13
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unified narrative that began with Ponce de León’s “discovery” of Florida. Through this, residents
of St. Augustine were able to portray themselves as the “original” Americans who pre-dated the
colonies of the northeast. The misrepresentation of Native Americans and erasure of African
Americans elite, white founding myth that was in opposition to the multicultural past of St.
Augustine.
Two scholars, historian Reiko Hillyer and anthropologist Patricia C. Griffin, have made
the most significant contributions to our understanding of the PDLC in St. Augustine. Hillyer’s
Designing Dixie and “The New South in the Ancient City: Flagler’s St. Augustine Hotels and
Sectional Reconciliation,” as well as anthropologist Patricia Griffin’s “The Impact of Tourism
and Development on Public Ritual and Festival: St. Augustine, Florida, 1821-1987” have proven
to be invaluable through the course of this research. Griffin examines public rituals in St.
Augustine from the early nineteenth century through the 1980s. She argues that festivals were a
way to foster unity in the city as “outsiders” flocked to the city. Throughout the nineteenth
century tourists came to St. Augustine in increasing numbers, culminating in Henry M. Flagler’s
development of the city through the construction of his first hotel, the Ponce de Leon, in 1888.
According to Griffin, the impact of the PDLC on the community was significant, leading to
financial growth and infrastructure improvements.15 Further, it influenced festivals for years to
come. Many of the twentieth century festivals, including Days in Spain, the Easter Festival, and
Pedro Menéndez’s Birthday, emphasized the Spanish heritage of St. Augustine just as the PDLC
once had.16

15
16

Griffin, “The Impact of Tourism and Development on Public Ritual and Festival,” 116.
Griffin, “The Impact of Tourism and Development on Public Ritual and Festival,” 128.
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St. Augustine’s Spanish heritage has long been showcased in the city. Hillyer argues that
tourism boosters in the 1870s worked to forge a direct link between Florida’s Spanish past and
its Gilded Age grandeur by presenting a romanticized Spanish past, bypassing the area’s
slaveholding legacy.17 She briefly explores how the celebration contributed to the creation of a
new identity for St. Augustine by serving as part of a larger effort to erase Florida’s Old South
past. Organizers left out any mention of the Civil War while emphasizing the city’s Spanish
history, allowing for St. Augustine to be depicted as an old Spanish town. Through this, boosters
hoped to appeal to the growing number of northern tourists and businessmen arriving in Florida
following the Civil War.18 The PDLC, which showed a dramatic retelling of St. Augustine’s
Spanish history, has influenced public history in the city since.
While Griffin and Hillyer provide invaluable information on the PDLC, they only briefly
detail the Celebration. They do not discuss how many pageants were held, what they looked like,
how they were organized, or the storyline. Beyond Griffin and Hillyer’s work, there are no
secondary sources that make any more than small mentions of the PDLC. In this thesis, the gaps
will be filled using information from primary sources, which will be discussed in the following
paragraph. In addition to the history of the pageant itself, this thesis will be working within
several different fields in Florida history, including Native American and African American
history. Rather than analyze the secondary sources here, they will instead be profiled within the
individual chapters.
This thesis is the first attempt to construct a history of the PDLC. It seeks to understand
how and why white organizers constructed their own version of St. Augustine’s history. There

Reiko Hillyer, Designing Dixie: Tourism, Memory, and Urban Space in the New South (Charlottesville:
University of Virginia Press, 2014), 6.
18
Reiko Hillyer, “The New South in the Ancient City: Flagler’s St. Augustine Hotels and Sectional Reconciliation,”
The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts 25 (2005): 106.
17

8

are two collections of primary sources that will be used for this, newspapers and souvenir
booklets. Unfortunately, editions of St. Augustine’s newspaper, the St. Augustine Record, from
before 1899 have been lost. While there are other newspapers from the city, none were published
from 1885-1930, the time covered in this thesis.19 However, newspapers across the state, and
even nationally, covered the PDLC on occasion. Another important primary source for this
project are the souvenir booklets that were produced for the majority of the PDLCs. Beginning in
1907, organizers created booklets that included photographs of scenes from the historical
pageant, names of actors and organizers, and the “scripts” of each scene. Through the booklets
one can see the historical stories presented and visual details like costumes. It is also possible to
see how the narrative changes from the first celebrations around the turn of the century to the
later celebrations in the 1920s. Together, these sources can help create a more complete history
of the PDLC.
However, there are serious gaps in not only St. Augustine’s history, but Florida’s as well.
This speaks to the larger issue of exclusion in Florida history, particularly that of non-white
groups. African American and Native American history are understudied in Florida. There is
little in the way of primary resources for African Americans in Gilded Age St. Augustine
available at any local archives. Many of the resources on the black community come from the
Civil Rights Era, well outside of the period covered in this thesis. This invisibility extends to the
St. Augustine Record. The Lincolnville community actively organized their own festivities, but
these events were often not covered in the local newspaper. Sadly, there are no African
American newspapers from St. Augustine or the surrounding area to provide information on

Following conversations with Bob Nawrocki and Charles Tingley of the St. Augustine Historical Society, it has
been confirmed that the St. Augustine Record is unavailable prior to 1899. There are several stories about why these
newspapers are unavailable, including hurricane damage and being lost during an ownership change at the Record.
19
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black festivities such as Emancipation Day. As a result of the lack of primary resources on the
African American community of St. Augustine, there are also few secondary works that examine
black life in St. Augustine from 1885-1930. Because of this chapter three, which examines the
black community’s exclusion from the PDLC, will have to rely on secondary resources from
areas outside of Florida and St. Augustine.
Each of three chapters will be organized chronologically, detailing the three distinct eras
of the PDLC: 1885-1901, 1907-1913, and 1923-1930. With the exception of the 1901
Celebration, which was an outlier, the pageants of each time period were similar in style and
narrative. Therefore, it is convenient to organize the thesis based on the natural division of the
PDLC. While this thesis will primarily be organized chronologically, there will also be a
thematic element. Over the years, organizers carefully crafted St. Augustine’s founding myth
through a process of glorification, misrepresentation, and erasure. Each chapter will examine one
of the methods PDLC organizers used during their creation of St. Augustine’s founding myth.
Chapter one will look at the glorification of the city’s Spanish heritage through Ponce de León.
During the second era, imagined Native American characters played a more prominent role.
Unfortunately, organizers misrepresented them to suit the needs of the storyline, which gave
legitimacy to European claims in Florida. Finally, chapter three will look at the erasure of
African Americans from the historical narrative.
Chapter one explores Ponce de León and the founding myth of St. Augustine. As white
residents sought to forge a romanticized historical narrative of their community for public
consumption, Juan Ponce de León came to the forefront as mythical figure in Florida history.
Between 1885 and 1901 elite, white residents developed a historical pageant, the PDLC, to
showcase their city’s Spanish heritage. Organizers crafted their own version of the “discovery”
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of Florida, including a scene that depicted Ponce de León meeting Native Americans during his
first voyage. However, the story they created was historically inaccurate. Despite this, the
founding myth of St. Augustine remains influential today.
Chapter two looks at the second era of the PDLC between 1907-1913. The second era
expanded upon the early years of the Celebration, with the addition of new entertainment, more
elaborate parades, and brand-new historical scenes. One addition was that of Native American
characters. White local actors representing imagined chiefs and warriors from across northeast
Florida interacted closely with Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez. Using common tropes and
stereotypes, paired with works from contemporary scholars, organizers crafted fictionalized
Native American characters who lent legitimacy to Spanish claims over Florida in the sixteenth
century.
The 1920s in Florida was marked by significant growth in the population and economy,
thanks in part to the Florida land boom. With this came yet another revival of the PDLC, held
annually between 1923 and 1930. During this new era scenes were expanded, while two female
characters, Queen Isabella and Indian Princess Arriola were added. However, African Americans
were prohibited from both participation and spectating, as they were in previous years.
Responding to the near invisibility of the black community in St. Augustine’s history, chapter
three illustrates the ways in which PDLC organizers erased African Americans from the history
of their own community. Though the local African American community, based in the
Lincolnville, had deep roots in the city, they were excluded entirely.
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Executive Committee for the 1923 Ponce de Leon Celebration, c. 1923 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

Through glorification, misrepresentation, and erasure, organizers crafted their own
version of St. Augustine, Florida’s origin story. Trouillot argues that “celebrations are created,
and this creation is part and parcel of the process of historical production...They impose a silence
upon the events that they ignore, and they fill that silence with narratives of power about the
event they celebrate.”20 The white, elite members of the PDLC executive committee sought to
erase parts of St. Augustine’s history that portrayed their Spanish heroes, Ponce de León and

20

Trouillot, Silencing the Past, 118.
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Pedro Menéndez, in a negative light. This involved ignoring much of the violence perpetrated by
European and American colonizers against Native Americans. Organizers also sought to erase
the existence of African Americans from St. Augustine’s history, though they had deep roots in
the city. Racist policies of exclusion, paired with a desire to show social cohesion, led PDLC
organizers to create a history devoid of any mention of the black community. What resulted from
the organizers’ work was a whitewashed and sanitized origin story for St. Augustine.
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Scene 1: The Myth of Ponce de León, 1885-1901
On a bright, balmy spring day a group of men in glittering armor arrived in St. Augustine,
Florida. From their schooner anchored in Matanzas Bay, the men ventured towards the shore in
four yawls. In the first was Juan Ponce de León, the leader of a voyage to discover the island of
Bimini. With a contract from the King of Spain in hand, Ponce de León had left Puerto Rico in
search of this island rumored to be in the north. His attire was suited for a man of his station. He
was “handsomely dressed in a maroon cloak, vest and knee pants, black silk hose and slippers
and adorned with long, sweeping black plume in low, wide-brimed [sic] hat, wearing also the
insignia of his authority, the long-pointed Spanish sword.” The group, including forty-six
attendants and several priests, disembarked on the seawall as Ponce de León unfurled the flag of
Spain and claimed the new land. 21 The date was March 27, 1885.
The scene above is a nineteenth-century reenactment of the imagined arrival of Ponce de
León in St. Augustine 364 years earlier. Staged by elite white residents of the city, the reenactors
included state Senator Frank Genovar and forty-six other white St. Augustinians. The Ponce de
Leon Celebration (PDLC) of 1885 was the first of fourteen held in the city until 1930.22 During
the first era of this Celebration (1885-1901), Ponce de León’s landing was the only scene shown
during the historical pageant.23 As white residents sought to forge a romanticized historical
narrative of their community for public consumption, Juan Ponce de León came to the forefront
as mythical figure in Florida history. In contrast, Pedro Menéndez de Avilés was often portrayed
in contemporary scholarship as a religious fanatic and inextricably linked to his massacre of the

“St. Augustine’s Celebration,” Weekly Floridian, Apr. 2, 1885.
1885, 1890, 1901, 1907-1913, 1923-1930. There have been some mentions made of other Celebrations,
specifically in 1892 and 1896, though I have not located sources that can corroborate this.
23
The only exception being the 1901 Celebration, which will be discussed in this chapter.
21
22
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French Huguenots of Fort Caroline in 1565. If contemporary scholarship and public perception
are any indication, his treatment of the French damaged his reputation. 24 In 1927 Ruthjeanne
Bellamy, a St. Augustine high school student, wrote that “because of one unfortunate deed of his
and because the chroniclers who should have sung his fame did not, he is left in the darkness of
mediocrity if not actually considered a monster.”25 On the other hand Ponce de León and his
quest for the Fountain of Youth, a mythical fountain that could restore youth, remained
disconnected from the violence that is synonymous with Menéndez.
During these early years of the Celebration, Ponce de León’s landing formed the basis of
a mythical origin story for St. Augustine. Crafted and performed by white elite residents through
a new popular medium: the historical pageant. This chapter examines how the romanticized
image of Ponce de León’s landing in St. Augustine was utilized by PDLC organizers to create a
story of the city’s creation. Menéndez founded a Spanish town at the Timucuan village of Seloy,
but it was Ponce de León that was the most visible during the early years of the Celebration. In
this chapter three years of the PDLC, 1885, 1890, and 1901, will be analyzed. These three years
form the first era of the Celebration, as they are the only pageants that can be confirmed by
multiple sources. Organizers of the PDLC selectively drew on the work of prominent scholars at
the time, most notably Florida historians George R. Fairbanks and William Whitwell Dewhurst,

There are many works that address Pedro Menéndez de Avilés’ founding of St. Augustine and his legacy in
Florida. Many early historical works, including History and Antiquities of St. Augustine, Florida by George R.
Fairbanks and The History of Saint Augustine, Florida: with an Introductory Account of the Early Spanish and
French Attempts at Exploration by William Whitwell Dewhurst, discuss Menéndez in negative terms, primarily
based on his religion and treatment of the French from Fort Caroline. Rarely was his treatment of the Native
Americans in the area criticized by historians of Florida in the nineteenth century. Also see Menéndez: Pedro
Menéndez de Avilés, Captain General of the Ocean Sea by Albert Manucy; The Enterprise of Florida: Pedro
Menéndez de Avilés and the Spanish Conquest of 1565-1568 by Eugene Lyon; Pedro Menéndez de Avilés and the
Conquest of Florida: A New Manuscript by Gonzalo Solís de Merás.
25
Ruthjeanne Bellamy, “The Personality of Pedro Menendez,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 5, no.4 (1927):
203. The deed in question was the massacre of French troops in 1565. Bellamy won first place in the High School
girls category, and was published in The Florida Historical Quarterly.
24
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to create an imagined version of the Spanish arrival in Florida. While organizers consulted major
scholarship of the time, liberties were taken with Ponce de León’s voyage, including the location
of his landing and the purpose of his exploration. Organizers invented new details about the
“discovery” of Florida, including a scene that depicted Ponce de León meeting Native Americans
during his first voyage. They simultaneously omitted any mention of St. Augustine’s
Confederate past. Hillyer’s argument that promoters wanted to create a founding myth in which
the sleepy town of St. Augustine slumbered through the Civil War, remaining untouched since
the Spanish period, is seen most clearly in the absence of the Confederacy during the pageants.26
It was through these means, creation and omission, that organizers developed a new history of St.
Augustine. This version began with Ponce de León’s fabled quest for the Fountain of Youth and
concluded with Florida statehood in 1845. 27 Capitalizing on the growing historical pageantry
craze, the PDLC organizers forged a direct link to the Spanish past that was accessible to the
public, including visitors and residents.
In the late nineteenth century, historical pageants typically consisted of a parade of floats
representing historical events, showing either specific moments in the Nation’s history or more
general themes such as “Liberty.”28 During the early years of the movement, elite members of
the community “acted” on the floats. By the early twentieth century, the American historical
pageantry movement began to gain steam across the United States. The pageants became larger,
like a 1914 St. Louis event with 7,000 actors, and allowed for participation from a greater
portion of the white population. 29 The new historical pageants shifted away from the use of
Reiko Hillyer, “The New South in the Ancient City: Flagler’s St. Augustine Hotels and Sectional Reconciliation,”
The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts 25, (2005): 130-132.
27
Daniel L. Schafer, “U.S. Territory and State,” in The History of Florida, ed. Michael Gannon (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 2013), 224.
28
David Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry: The Uses of Tradition in the Early Twentieth Century (Chapel
Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1990), 18.
29
Glassberg, American Historical Pageantry, 1.
26
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floats. Instead, actors performed scenes of American life in open areas, whether on a stage or
field. These often included representations of the Revolutionary War (1775-83), American Civil
War (1861-65), and generic scenes of town life, familiar and significant to white citizens of any
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century American town. Over the course of the movement, there
were varying methods of pageantry and motives for holding the pageants. Historian David
Glassberg looks at how organizers used pageants to foster community identity and civic pride.
Through this form of entertainment, he argues, boosters promoted a collective identity based
upon a shared history.30 While St. Augustine’s version of a historical pageant was different than
many other pageants held across the country, it served a similar purpose. From the PDLC came a
unified founding myth, one that has in many ways remains unchanged. The two conquistadors,
Ponce de León and Menéndez arrived to take control of the land from the Native Americans,
who faded into the past as Florida was made a state. In this version, whites were absolved from
any violence against Native Americans and the continuing violence against African Americans.
For organizers, the pageant gave them a means to showcase their imagined history to white
residents and tourists.
Unlike in the Midwest or Northeast, the organizers in St. Augustine produced a pageant
based strictly on local history by reenacting a Spanish, not Anglo-American, imagined past set in
the sixteenth century. While Glassberg’s assessment rings true for many communities across the
United States, the PDLC was fairly unique for its time. From the very beginning of the
Celebration, St. Augustine’s history took center stage, not the shared national history common in
other communities. Organizers emphasized the particular heritage and physical landscape of St.
Augustine, and regularly claimed that St. Augustine’s pageant could not be replicated anywhere

30

Glassberg, American Historical, 3-6.
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else in the United States. In 1909, organizers proclaimed that “the environments and the material
for staging the early history of Florida are available only in St. Augustine. This applies also to
those who impersonate the characters that have left so indelible an impression on the pages of
history.”31 The physical appearance of not only the city, but also the residents, many of whom
were of Hispanic heritage, were an important feature of the PDLC. Only in 1901 did the
Celebration incorporate the national themes more common to other pageants during this time,
and this pageant was an aberration.
The earliest Ponce de Leon Celebrations between 1885 and 1901 were smaller in scale
than those that followed, but nonetheless served an important function for St. Augustine’s
tourism. The event attracted crowds of wealthy white visitors, in addition to receiving strong
support from the local white community. Historian Leslee Keys claims that the 1885 PDLC drew
a substantial crowd, the largest gathering of visitors in the city’s history.32 Many were tourists
from the northern United States, who came to Florida in growing numbers following the Civil
War. Northern visitors, including author and abolitionist Harriet Beecher Stowe, wrote about
their experiences in Florida for publication in northern newspapers.33 Their writings influenced
many to visit, and ultimately settle, in Florida. Historians John T. Foster Jr. and Tracy J. Revels
argue that these early visitors were instrumental in sparking a tourism boom well before railroad
tycoon Henry Flagler took an interest in the city in the 1880s.34 While tourists were likely a
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significant portion of spectators for the PDLC, it was local white residents who were responsible
for the creation of the event. Elite businessmen and local politicians played prominent roles in
the festivities, as organizers and as actors. With a nod to folk traditions tied to St. Augustine’s
Spanish and Minorcan heritage, residents created a new festival aimed at showcasing the city for
elite outsiders.
Despite the white, wealthy nature of the early PDLCs, the Celebration had deep
connections to earlier folk festivities in St. Augustine. Prior to the late nineteenth-century
tourism boom in St. Augustine, Carnival was a major local event for those of Minorcan
descent.35 In 1768, Andrew Turnbull brought a group of Mediterranean workers, primarily
Minorcan, to New Smyrna, Florida to work on his new indigo plantation as indentured
servants.36 Many revolted and fled the plantation due to mismanagement and charges of harsh
treatment. When the plantation failed the remaining Minorcans moved to St. Augustine.37 During
the transfer of powers throughout the late eighteenth through early nineteenth centuries, the
Minorcans were the only group to remain in the city through the British Period (1763-1783),
Spanish period (1783-1821), and into the American period (1821-). As a result, they were
responsible for the continuation of Catholic Mediterranean traditions in St. Augustine. In the
years before the American period, Minorcan folk traditions thrived. The celebration of Carnival
and the Fromajardis Serenades that took place the Saturday before Easter, were significant for
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the community.38 As the demographic of St. Augustine shifted following the cession of Florida
to the United States in 1821, traditional Catholic festivities began to fall out of favor. Carnival
had long ceased by the 1880s but, as Griffin argues, the newly organized PDLC was a
gentrification of this older Minorcan festival. The costumed revelers and parades of floats
through city were reminiscent of the St. Augustine Carnival of the nineteenth century, though in
a more ‘dignified’ package. 39
Section 1: A Celebration of Ponce de León
In contrast to Carnival of the past, the 1885 Ponce de Leon Celebration was organized by
elites – members of the St. Augustine Yacht Club – and ostensibly as entertainment for wealthy
winter visitors. Organized in 1873, the St. Augustine Yacht Club was an exclusive group that
counted many elite members, from St. Augustine and elsewhere. Members from outside of
Florida came from Boston, New York City, and other northern cities.40 The Yacht Club hosted
annual regattas in St. Augustine, as well as fancy dress balls for its members. In late 1884 or
early 1885, the club began plans for a historic celebration to honor Juan Ponce de León. An
executive committee was formed to oversee the organization of a pageant. At the head of the
committee were General H. G. Gibson and Dr. DeWitt Webb. Webb was a founding member of
the St. Augustine Historical Society and Institute of Science, and an integral part of this
committee.41 Perhaps it was Webb who played a central role in the pageant’s creation. As
secretary of the Ponce de Leon Celebration committee, he regularly corresponded with the Yacht
Club regarding the planning of the celebration and regatta. Unfortunately, there are few
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surviving documents from the Ponce de Leon Celebration executive committee. Nonetheless, the
St. Augustine Historical Society houses the A.M. Taylor Collection, which includes minute
books from the St. Augustine Yacht Club. The minute book for 1884-1885 includes some
information about the regatta and funding for the Celebration. 42
The meeting minutes of the St. Augustine Yacht Club and the City Commission provide
invaluable information on the organization of the first Ponce de Leon Celebration. While the
executive committee for the PDLC was a separate entity, the Yacht Club was responsible for the
regatta and pyrotechnic show during the Celebration. 43 On March 12, 1885 a letter from Webb
was read at the regular meeting of the Yacht Club. In the letter Webb asked that the annual
regatta, which would become a central feature of the PDLC entertainment, held on March 28 th ,
the day after Ponce de León’s arrival. The club agreed to take “full charge and direction” of the
entertainment, and appointed a committee to plan the regatta, pyrotechnic show, and “aquatic
concert.” Much of the financial support for this entertainment came directly from the Yacht
Club’s general fund. A list of expenditures of the club shows that $200 was appropriated for the
1885 Regatta, while another $100 was set aside for the Celebration of Ponce de León’s landing. 44
On March 16, 1885 the executive committee sought a donation from the City Commission to
offset the cost of the Celebration, and $100 was appropriated. 45 This brings the total for the 1885
Celebration to $400, a large sum for the time.
On February 3, 1885 a finalized program for the March 27th and 28th commemoration of
Ponce de León was published in the Weekly Floridian. Potential spectators were promised a
Unfortunately, correspondences between the Yacht Club and Webb have not been located. Beyond the minute
books for the Yacht Club, there is no information from the executive committee of the PDLC. Dr. Dewitt Webb’s
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historical pageant, grand military mass, and an appearance by a group of Seminoles from south
Florida, who were identified as “the descendants of the tribes who greeted the Spaniards on their
landing.”46 News of the Ponce de Leon Celebration was reported in newspapers as far away as
Wisconsin.47 The promotion of the event was successful. The Weekly Floridian claimed that
there were six to eight thousand spectators, and that the city was inundated with visitors. There
were concerns that the hotel and boarding-house keepers would be unable to keep up with the
swelling crowd.48 The New York Times suggested an even higher number, claiming that 10,000
spectators crowded into the city.49 While there are no records of the demographics of those in
attendance, we can make some guesses about who attended the first Celebration. Undoubtedly
the local white community came to witness the spectacle, in addition to participating in the
procession which weaved through the city. In 1880 St. Augustine had a population of only 2,295,
a number that would double in the next decade thanks to the establishment of the Florida East
Coast Railway in 1885.50 Even so, this disparity would suggest that a large portion of the
spectators were visitors. On the first morning of the pageant, crowds of residents and visitors
gathered to witness the arrival of Senator Frank Genovar, styled as Ponce de León.
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Castillo de San Marcos-Special Event, c.1885 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

The Celebration began with the arrival of Ponce de León and his men on the seawall
along the Matanzas River at 11 a.m. on March 27th. Following their grand entrance, Genovar
and his attendants marched to the Castillo de San Marcos, at that time known as Fort Marion. 51
Spectators watched as Fathers Lynch and Mooney led a Catholic mass from atop a podium in the
quadrangle of the fort.52 Following mass General H.G. Gibson, chairman of the executive
committee, gave an introductory address and Dr. Webb read a letter from the governor of
Florida, E.A. Perry. G.R. Fairbanks, a prominent historian of Florida history, delivered an
address on the history of St. Augustine. 53 The group then led the way out of the fort and, along
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with military troops from across the state, civic societies, invited guests, and citizens, paraded
through the streets of the city.54
According to spectators everything about the Celebration was picturesque, as “the gay
flags carried in the procession, the brilliant sunshine and the bright vegetation of a Southern
spring combined to produce a spectacle memorable to all who saw it.” 55 In addition to the day’s
pageant and parade, the night was filled with more festivities, including a fancy dress ball and
masquerade. The entertainment continued into the following day with the St. Augustine Yacht
Club’s regatta and “spectacular aquatic display,” with fireworks scheduled for the next night. 56
By all accounts, the 1885 Ponce de Leon Celebration was considered a success. The first
Celebration also had implications that extended beyond 1885. Anthropologist Patricia C. Griffin
argues that the first Celebration had “economic consequences beyond anything imagined by the
organizers.” Businesses profited from the influx of visitors, and the PDLC set the stage for
further development of infrastructure in the city. The Celebration filled the void left by the end
of Carnival and set the tone for St. Augustine festivals for years to come. 57
Several historians have suggested that Henry Flagler solidified his plan to build a hotel in
St. Augustine after attending the Ponce de Leon Celebration. Historian Thomas Graham claims
that the 1885 celebration confirmed to Flagler that the construction of the Ponce de Leon Hotel
would be a profitable endeavor. 58 Henry Flagler visited Florida several times during the 1870s
through 1880s, often staying in Jacksonville. In February 1885, he traveled with his second wife,
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Ida Alice to St. Augustine. By this time, Flagler had already begun to contemplate building a
hotel in St. Augustine in order to provide first-class facilities for visitors who wanted to take
advantage of the Florida winter.59 He stayed in city through the rest of the winter and was present
for the first PDLC. According to Flagler biographer Sidney Walter Martin, Flagler was entranced
by the Celebration and was unable to get the name Ponce de León out of his head. 60 Just three
days later, Flagler purchased his first parcel of land in St. Augustine.61 The completion of the
Ponce de Leon Hotel in 1888 sparked a period of growth for St. Augustine, with improvements
to the city’s infrastructure and the construction of several new hotels.62
There was an immediate desire to make the Ponce de Leon Celebration an annual event,
though it would be several years before this came to fruition. By 1890, there were several
sources that already referred to the Ponce de Leon Celebration as an annual event. The Florida
Times-Union identified the 1890 Celebration as the third annual. The Morning News, a
Savannah, Georgia based newspaper, also described the event as annual. 63 Unfortunately, there
are no St. Augustine-based newspapers prior to 1899. This severely limits the extent to which we
can fully corroborate these sources that suggest there were more years of the PDLC. In later
years, the St. Augustine Record makes references to Celebrations held in 1892 and 1896. For
example, an article from the St. Augustine Record on March 30, 1901 promised that the
upcoming Celebration “will be more elaborate in its scope than anything ever attempted here
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since the famous Ponce de Leon celebration of 1896.” 64 However, the additional pageants
cannot be confirmed with sources from those years.
The second PDLC was held on April 1st and 2nd, 1890. In many ways, it was nearly
identical to the Celebration held in 1885. Lasting for two days, the landing of Ponce de León
remained the prime feature, accompanied by other entertainment including boat races, athletics,
and a parade. Dr. Webb, secretary for the 1885 Executive Committee, took on a new role as
Chairman. Senator Genovar reprised his role as Ponce de León. As in previous years, and those
to come, the 1890 Celebration began with Ponce de León and his men who arrived somewhere
between Corbett’s Wharf and Castillo de San Marcos in several small canoes. 65 The group was
larger than it was previously, with nobles, priests, men-at-arms, troops, sailors, and Native
Americans represented. As they arrived on the seawall at 10:30am they were met by a battalion
of the U.S. Army, who joined them for their march to the Castillo de San Marcos. Once at the
Castillo, they joined the grand procession as it wound its way through St. Augustine. 66
The procession was massive, weaving through the city for two miles before ending at the
Plaza de la Constitución. At its head was the Chief Marshal, J.A. Enslow Jr., followed closely by
two batteries. Ponce de León led two companies of “Spanish” soldiers, played by local men.
Both the Governor of Florida, Francis B. Fleming, and St. Augustine Mayor, W.S.M. Pinkham
(along with the city council) were part of the procession. Floats representing the European
nations that purportedly controlled Florida at some point during its history – Spain, France,
England, and the United States – followed behind. More historical references were illustrated by
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men on foot. Actors representing the Continental Army and Lafayette’s volunteers made a nod to
the Revolutionary War. Frontiersmen, in reference to the white settlers of 1820s Florida,
marched behind the Revolutionary Soldiers. The procession was rounded out by local school
children and citizens of St. Augustine. Famous New York orator Chauncey Depew, who later
became the president of the St. Augustine Historical Society, gave a speech the following day
from a balcony at the Alcazar Hotel. 67 Other events, including another parade, were held in the
afternoon of April 1st and the following day. There is little evidence to show how the 1890
Celebration was received by the public, but it is safe to assume that it was a success.
Section 2: Tableaux of War
After several years of inactivity, another PDLC was held in 1901. This time the St.
Augustine Rifles (SAR), a local militia, were responsible for organizing the pageant.68 SAR had
been involved in social events in St. Augustine since their establishment in 1890.69 However, it is
unknown why they chose to take on the PDLC in 1901. Organizers promised an event unlike any
other seen in St. Augustine, and the 1901 Celebration was completely different from previous
events and any future pageants. 70 Unlike previous years, the 1901 Celebration featured tableaux
vivants, or living pictures, in lieu of the parade floats and scenes acted out along the bay seen
during the first two Celebrations. 71 The historical content of the 1901 pageant was also vastly
different from that seen in 1885 and 1890. Since SAR was a militia, many of the tableaux were
focused heavily on wars. Three were based on just the Spanish-American War (1898), a conflict
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during which SAR were the first Florida State Troops to volunteer.72 In general, the 1901 PDLC
emphasized U.S. history over local St. Augustine history.
The pageant was held on a single night, Wednesday April 3rd in the Castillo de San
Marcos, and the St. Augustine Record described it as “handsomely costumed and historically
correct.”73 However, there were complaints that the night was too cold for many to fully
appreciate the program, so it was repeated at the Ponce de Leon Hotel several nights later.74 The
history was depicted in fourteen tableaux vivants, or living pictures. Ultimately, only two of the
fourteen depicted local history. Opening the pageant was a scene showing of the landing of
Ponce de León. Later, a tableaux representing the state was shown, which included a
representation of its inhabitants, “from the lovely maiden to the hideous alligator.”75 Some of the
tableaux profiled regional history, with representations of the Civil War and its aftermath,
including the “blue and grey” and the “New South.” While the Civil War was featured during the
1901 PDLC, there was not a singular focus on the Confederacy, which was common for many
historical pageants in the south. 76
Despite the regionality of two scenes, the majority of the tableaux vivants illustrated
United States history, or symbolic scenes, many of which had little direct connection to St.
Augustine or Florida. The second tableaux of the night showed “the spirit of ‘76,” a
representation of the American Revolution (1765-83), performed to the song “Yankee Doodle.”
Following this was a tableaux illustrating the thirteen original colonies of the United States.
There were several tableaux that represented the United States’ imperial wars, including the
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Spanish-American War (1898) and the capture of Aguinaldo in the Philippines during the
Philippine-American War (1899-1901).77 The final two scenes of the pageant were symbolic,
representing “peace” and “spirit of the twentieth century” in which “the almighty dollar, labor,
and recreation figured prominently.”78 Altogether, the presentation was not focused on St.
Augustine’s unique history. With the exception of the ancient fort that served as a backdrop and
two Florida centric tableaux vivants, the pageant had a national focus.
The PDLC of 1901 showed a significant shift from the previous two pageants and those
that would follow. I propose a twofold explanation for this shift. For one, the change in
organizers from the St. Augustine Yacht Club to the SAR was surely responsible. Company “G”,
First Infantry of the Florida State Troops, also known as the SAR, was formed in St. Augustine
in 1890.79 As a militia, the SAR likely had a different perspective from the men of the Yacht
Club, opting for a more classically patriotic model that focused on wars. Further, part of the
change could be attributed to the Spanish-American War (1898), a war between the United
States and Spain over Cuba’s fight for independence. Celebrations before and after 1901 were
highly complementary to the Spanish figures of St. Augustine history. Juan Ponce de León and
Pedro Menéndez de Avilés were spoken of highly during the first two Celebrations and later
pageants. Of the fourteen tableaux vivants during the 1901 Celebration, only one showed the
Spanish history of St. Augustine. Following the opening featuring Ponce de León’s landing in St.
Augustine, there is only one other reference to Spain.
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The conflict between Spain and the U.S. is shown during a tableaux titled the “Yanko
Spanko War, Showing Uncle Sam and Spain.” Some members of the press popularized the use
of Yanko-Spanko War to refer to the Spanish-American War, as a tongue in cheek response to
what they considered overly patriotic coverage at the time.80 Unfortunately, there are few photos
from the 1901 PDLC and none show this particular tableaux. Despite the lack of a visual for the
tableaux, we have some idea about representations of Spain and Cuba in popular media during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In one tableaux titled, “Cuba,” Miss Emily
Drysdale represents the country. It was common at the time to use imagery that showed Cuba as
a young, oppressed woman waiting to be saved by the United States, signified by Uncle Sam.
The oppressor was always Spain, represented by a sinister male figure. Coming after “Cuba,”
was a tableaux titled “the Horrors of War,” which likely showed battles from the Spanish
American War. Then came the “Yanko Spanko War,” during which Uncle Sam came to the
rescue of Cuba and defeating the sinister figure of Spain. While organizers often portrayed Spain
in a positive light during the majority of the PDLC, the 1901 organizers faced lingering antiSpanish sentiment. Though SAR were not sent to Cuba during the Spanish-American War, they
enthusiastically volunteered to go to war.81 While the 1901 Celebration was vastly different from
the first two Ponce de Leon Celebrations, and those that were to come, it was well received. 82
The Florida Times-Union described the 1901 Celebration as a “decided success from
every point of view.”83 So successful in fact, that there was renewed interest in making the
celebration an annual event. According to the St. Augustine Record the pageant “had the effect of
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wakening those with the ability of carrying out the plan, to the value of such a celebration as an
annual event, and that steps have already been taken towards making it a permanent winter
attraction on the same lines that the former Celebrations were engineered.” 84 The PDLC
provided a boost for local businesses and hotels, in addition to being a source of entertainment
for the community. However, the St. Augustine Rifles, responsible for the success of the 1901
Celebration, ultimately disbanded in 1902. 85
Despite the enthusiasm for the pageant, including the repeat production at the Ponce de
Leon Hotel, the PDLC was not held again until 1907.86 Although there were no largescale public
commemorations between 1902 and 1906, white residents and visitors of St. Augustine
continued to celebrate Ponce de León’s landing. Newspapers reference the celebration of Ponce
de León Day which, while not an official city holiday, was commemorated across the city with
concerts and balls. 87 When the Business Men’s League of St. Augustine revived the Celebration
in 1907, the city finally had the “permanent winter attraction” they were looking for. In the
interim, Ponce de León continued to be a romantic figure for St. Augustine residents and tourists
alike.
Section 4: The Birth of a Founding Myth
The persistence in both the informal and large-scale commemorations of Ponce de León’s
supposed landing in St. Augustine are explained by examining the mythical status which he
assumed during these events. In 1885 the Palatka Daily News published their coverage of the
Celebration, and journalists portrayed the landing of Ponce de León as if it were a fairytale. Of
St. Augustine Record, Apr. 4, 1901.
J. Clifford R. Foster, Souvenir History of the St. Augustine Rifles (St. Augustine: The Record Company, 1902). By
early 1902, the time of the year when preparations for the PDLC were generally completed, there were no
newspaper articles suggesting there was to be a Celebration held. It is unclear if there was a formal decision made by
the St. Augustine Rifles to not organize a PDLC in 1902 or late 1901.
86
St. Augustine Record, Apr. 6, 1901.
87
St. Augustine Record, Mar. 25, 1902.
84
85

31

the beginning of the Celebration, journalists wrote that “a thousand ghosts of the past time rose
from forgotten graves and visited for a space the scene of their glories, their crimes, and ultimate
fall.” They narrated a dream world in which actors were imagined as directly descended from the
soldiers that had traveled with Ponce de León. Eventually, the PDLC had to come to an end, but
they wished that the illusion of the pageant would not be broken by the modern world, because
“with the name of Ponce de Leon arises a world of dreams, and with closed eyelids we see the
forms of princely warriors wrapped in the soft mists of imagination which gave grace and beauty
to all their actions.”88 Organizers used Ponce de León and the Fountain of Youth to fashion a
founding myth for the city. Ponce de León was portrayed as a hero, as the “soft mists of
imagination which gave grace and beauty to all their actions,” disconnected him from the
violence of Spanish explorations in the new world in which he took part.89 While the myth of the
Fountain of Youth had been found across Europe and the Middle East for centuries, it was
Spanish historian Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés who attributed the Fountain of Youth
to Ponce de León and St. Augustine in his book Historia general de las Indias (1535).90
PDLC organizers and journalists perpetuated the myth that Ponce de León was searching
for the Fountain of Youth, claiming that “the tough old soldier became possessed in his declining
years with the mania for going in search of that fountain of perpetual youth whose existence
somewhere in the New World was firmly credited by most of his countrymen.” 91 They
capitalized on an established tourist site nearby, a well that was purported to be the Fountain of
Youth. However, the reality of Ponce de León’s arrival in Florida is far less mystical. For one,
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there is little reason to believe he or the Spanish crown were searching for a fountain with
restorative powers. The myth of the Fountain of Youth was not unique to the Spanish, having
long been found in folklore across the world. Like other conquistadors who arrived in the
southeastern United States during the sixteenth century, Ponce de León was searching for
material resources, riches, and human capital. In the early twentieth century there were a handful
of voices who rebutted the claims, notably Charles B. Reynolds.92 However, contemporary
historians continued to perpetuate the myth that Ponce de León was searching for the fountain.
In presenting a romanticized version of Florida history, organizers and boosters in St.
Augustine heralded Ponce de León as the figurehead of the city’s Spanish heritage. In order to
construct their historical narrative, organizers ostensibly sought historical scholarship of the
time. There were several prominent historians of Florida who published books from the 1850s to
the 1880s, dealing with both general Florida history and St. Augustine. George R. Fairbanks and
William W. Dewhurst were well respected historians who were widely read at the time. Their
works began with Ponce de León, and they claimed that he was searching for the Fountain of
Youth. While today it has been determined that Ponce de León was not searching for the
Fountain, in the nineteenth century the myth was widely spread, even in scholarly circles. This is
due to several Spanish documents which mention the possibility of youth restorative waters in
the Caribbean. Peter Martyr d’Anghiera, sixteenth-century Spanish humanist, was the first to
claim the Fountain of Youth was in the New World. 93 However, Historian Douglas T. Peck
argues that it was Oviedo was the first to make the connection between the Fountain of Youth
and Ponce de León. 94
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Arguably the most prominent historian of Florida from the nineteenth century, George R.
Fairbanks was the keynote speaker at the 1885 Celebration. 95 Fairbanks published several works
in the mid-nineteenth century, including History and Antiquities of St. Augustine, Florida (1858)
and History of Florida from its Discovery by Ponce de Leon, in 1512, to the Close of the Florida
War, in 1842 (1871). He was the first historian of Florida history to use primarily original
Spanish documents for his work, rather than relying on translations.96 The History and
Antiquities of St. Augustine, Florida was likely the main work consulted by organizers of the
PDLC. The third print of the book was published in 1881, just four years before the first
Celebration, having been widely read since its publication. Fairbanks wrote of Ponce de León
that “after a long and adventurous life, feeling the infirmities of age and the shadows of the
decline of life hanging over him, willingly credited the tale that in this, the beautiful land of his
imagination, there existed a fountain whose waters could restore youth to palsied age, and beauty
to efface the marks of time.”97 After exploring up and down the coast and meeting Native
Americans “fierce and implacable,” Ponce de León left without establishing a permanent
settlement.98 Fairbanks quickly moved on to Menéndez and the founding of St. Augustine.
Though he was a conquistador responsible for significant violence against Natives in the
Caribbean, Ponce de León was only described in historical works as an old man searching for a
way to reclaim his youth.
William Whitwell Dewhurst’s The History of Saint Augustine, Florida: with an
Introductory Account of the Early Spanish and French Attempts at Exploration, published in
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1881, would have been the most recent scholarship on St. Augustine at the time of the first
Celebration. Like Fairbanks, Dewhurst suggested that Ponce de León, driven to desperation in
his old age, sought the restorative waters. Dewhurst wrote that “to the mind of the Spanish
knight, eager to continue his youthful prowess and the enjoyment of the adjuncts of power and
authority already achieved, the belief, this strengthened by concurrence of a tradition in the New
World, seemed an authentic reality, and the sufficient foundation for great labor and sacrifice.” 99
Once again, Ponce de León’s arrival in Florida was reduced to just a few pages, and centered
entirely around his failed search for the Fountain of Youth. Dewhurst does differ from Fairbanks
when it comes to the location of Ponce de León’s landing site. While Fairbanks suggested it was
a few miles north of St. Augustine, Dewhurst believed it to be Cape Sable in south Florida. 100
Following Ponce de León’s death, Dewhurst quickly moves on to other Spanish expeditions that
took place in Florida.
While Fairbanks and Dewhurst were the two most prominent Florida scholars at the time,
there were many others who wrote about St. Augustine. As the city became a popular tourist
destination, more and more books were written about the history and landscape of St. Augustine.
Books like Saint Augustine, Florida: Sketches of its History, Objects of Interest, and Advantages
as a Resort for Health and Recreation by an English Visitor and Florida for Tourists, Invalids,
and Settlers by George M. Barbour, also included similar information about Ponce de León. It
came not from original research, but often from Fairbanks’ work.101 Travel narratives and guides
published throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were aimed at the public, not
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necessarily academic circles. With these publications, organizers were able to support their
claims that the PDLC showed accurate history. Today, scholars tell a somewhat different story
than that of the early historians of Florida when it comes to Ponce de León’s arrival in Florida.

Ponce de Leon and Native Indian Reenactment, c.1923 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

There is not much that modern scholars agree on when it comes to Ponce de León’s
“discovery” of Florida. However, they disprove the notion of Ponce de León’s search for the
Fountain of Youth and the fictionalized “first contact” scene as presented during the PDLCs
between 1885 and 1930. Historians James E. Kelley Jr., Douglas T. Peck, and Samuel Turner,
among others, have looked closely at Ponce de León’s “discovery” of Florida. The biggest
source of the debate, the location of his landing site, is due primarily to the lack of documents
about the voyage. Scholars must rely on the Herrera Narrative, published a century after Ponce
36

de León’s discovery, as there are no other contemporary documents relating directly to the
voyage.102 Further, there have been claims that Herrera was known to plagiarize. 103 Antonio de
Herrera y Tordesilla, a court historian, wrote an account of the voyage that was first published in
Spain in 1615, Historia general de los hechos de los castellanos. It is suspected that Herrera had
access to court documents and potentially the original logbook from the voyage. While his work
is valuable, there are significant concerns about the accuracy of this account. One major concern
is related to the translations of Herrera’s work, which could impact details about Ponce de
León’s voyage. One such issue was related to the location of the Bahamian islands that were
encountered during the voyage. Historian Samuel Turner argues that several landmasses were
described as an “island,” causing some to assume that it was referring to a Bahamian island,
rather than Florida.104As a result of concerns like these, the location of Ponce de León’s landing
has been long debated. Ponce de León’s landing has been attributed to several Florida cities
including Jacksonville Beach, St. Augustine, Cape Canaveral, and Melbourne Beach.
Unfortunately, there is little chance of the exact location of Ponce de León’s landing ever being
known. However, with modern scholarship, there is a somewhat clear picture of the voyage.
Many historians agree that in early March 1513, Ponce de León set sail from Puerto Rico
in command of three vessels. He received a grant from the King of Spain to explore areas north
of Cuba and to search for the island of Bimini the previous year, after the King was forced to
remove him from his post as Governor of Puerto Rico.105 By the end of the month, the expedition
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reached 30° 8’ north latitude, just north of modern St. Augustine.106 Many historians take issue
with the use of this latitude for several reasons. For one, they argue that there is no guarantee that
Herrera’s latitudes are accurate, considering he wrote his account so long after the original
voyage. While it is suspected that he might have had access to the logbook for the voyage, there
is simply no way to confirm this. Further, even if the original measurements were known, they
could be inaccurate. It would have been incredibly difficult for a moving ship in 1513 to get a
sound measurement of the latitude, which would correctly place the first sighting of Florida. 107
The voyage then continued along the eastern coast before returning to Puerto Rico. Before
returning, the voyage had contact with several boats of Native Americans off the coast of south
Florida.
There are many questions about the first interactions between the Spanish and the Native
Americans along the Florida coast. In the PDLC, organizers suggest that the Timucua were
present when the Spanish first arrived on shore. During the Celebrations they were portrayed in
one of two ways during the opening scene, as passive onlookers or violent savages who quickly
attack the new arrivals before ultimately being subdued. The portrayal of Native Americans
during the pageant will be discussed during chapter two, but it is important to note that it is
highly unlikely that the meeting took place as it did in St. Augustine. Herrera makes no mention
of Native Americans during the first landing of Ponce de León’s voyage. According to Turner, it
was not until later in April that the group had their first encounter. The first contact was likely
with a group just off the coast of south Florida. As Spaniards lowered a small boat from their
ship, there was an altercation with Native American men over the boat. At least one Spaniard
was killed during the interaction before the group of Native Americans went back to the shore.
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This is a far cry from the scene of Native Americans watching passively as strange newcomers
claim their land.108 The altercation was the only interaction that has been noted between Ponce
de León’s voyage and Native Americans during the first voyage. Organizers used works by
nineteenth- century historians that supported the myth Ponce de León and the Fountain of Youth
to craft their founding myth.
In the process of creating an origin story for St. Augustine, organizers crafted a glorified
version of the St. Augustine’s early history. During the first era, the majority of the PDLCs
showed an entirely Spanish history. With the Castillo de San Marcos and colonial era buildings
serving as backdrops, it was very easy to transport visitors into the sixteenth-century world
organizers created. Just as important as the physical landscape and Spanish history were to the
organizers’ vision of St. Augustine’s past, was what they chose to leave out. Historian Reiko
Hillyer’s argument that organizers and boosters in St. Augustine sought to portray St. Augustine
as Spanish, rather than southern, is supported by what organizers chose to show in the pageant.
As organizers and tourism boosters in St. Augustine flaunted the Spanish connection, they were
actively distancing St. Augustine from southern history. The Confederate history of St.
Augustine was nearly invisible in the pageants, from the first era until the final PDLC in 1930.
One way to accomplish this was to “collapse the chronology” of St. Augustine’s history. 109 With
an emphasis on Spanish history, there was little room for anything beyond the 1840s. Organizers
conveniently ended the PDLC with the admittance of Florida as state, therefore avoiding the
need to show the more recent history of the Civil War. At no point were Confederate flags flown
during the flag changing ceremony, nor were veterans featured prominently in the parades. The
only reference to the Civil War during the PDLC came during the 1901 Celebration, when actors
108
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portrayed both Union and Confederate soldiers. Yet, on several occasions, Confederate flags
were displayed in the windows of local businesses, or in the case of the PDLC in 1909, in the
window of the court house.110 However, as has been shown, the PDLC was attended by a large
amount of tourists, many from the northeast United States. It would certainly have been
advantageous to bolster the city’s identity as an old Spanish city, rather than southern, to avoid
any offense against the tourists.
Tourists today are bombarded with references to the town’s Spanish past, just as they
were in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From architecture to street names,
ancient cemeteries and the Castillo de San Marcos, visitors are transported to a romantic
manifestation of Florida’s past. In the nineteenth century, Juan Ponce de León and his quest for
the mythological Fountain of Youth was the perfect symbol of this romanticized image. Today,
Ponce de León’s Fountain of Youth Archaeological Park remains a popular tourist destination.
The park illustrates the conflict between the history of St. Augustine and the romanticized
version that was spread during the PDLC. The springhouse, where visitors can sip anti-aging
spring water, stands among a park where significant archeological work has been conducted on
the village of Seloy. The first excavation at the park came after the discovery of a Native
American burial site in 1934. 111 Since then, archaeological research has been conducted in the
village, which is known as the best-preserved Native American community in the city. 112 Despite
scholarship that has rebuked the existence of the Fountain of Youth in St. Augustine, the myth
has remained an important piece of popular culture in St. Augustine. In 1885 William Dewhurst
wrote that “though De Leon died in disappointment, never having tasted the fabled waters of
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which he came in search, his name will ever be associated with the country he christened, and
many a wasted consumptive who has regained a lost vigor and health under the assuasive
influences of Florida’s climate will give a kindly thought of remembrance and regret as he
recalls him who first visited Florida, a seeker after healing waters.” 113 The imagery of Ponce de
León’s fruitless search has been used to entice visitors to Florida since the 1800s, and later with
the opening of the Fountain of Youth Archaeological Park in 1909.114
During the early years of the Celebration, only a brief moment of Florida history was
illustrated through pageantry. Ponce de León’s landing, “which lies right at the foundation of the
history” of St. Augustine, was the only historical event deemed worthy of a costumed
reenactment.115 The 1901 Celebration broadened the historical scope, in the process bypassing
most of Florida’s history. This all changed with the rebirth of the Ponce de Leon Celebration in
1907. As the national historical pageantry movement developed through the early twentiethcentury, pageants became larger and more elaborate. Organizers of the Ponce de Leon
Celebration expanded their program to include more historical events and entertainment. The
new era of the Ponce de Leon Celebration was on a scale previously unseen in Florida, all while
keeping the unique perspective shown during the first era.
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Scene 2: The Great Incohonee of Selooe, 1907-1913
Near the shore of the Matanzas bay in St. Augustine, Florida a group of men knelt before
the large silver cross in reverence. Leading them was Juan Ponce de León, leader of the journey
to discover the island of Bimini. 116 As Ponce de León rose, soldiers and priests followed suit.
From the woods, several members of a nearby Indian tribe watched the event unfolding. It was
then that the Knight of Leon “turned his eyes to the foliage and beheld the savages. His gesture
of conciliation had the effect of assuaging their fear and the stalwart cacique came forward,
bearing a green bough which he extended as a token of the friendliness of his people and an
emblem of peace.”117 The cacique and several chiefs moved forward into the clearing and
proceeded to bury their weapons in the ground, a sign that there would be no violence towards
the intruders. Following the burial of weapons, the cacique “pointed to the north, west and south,
informing Ponce de Leon of the domain under his dominion and graciously offering to share it
with him.”118 Soon afterwards, other chiefs began to gather and pledge their desire to rule
alongside the Spanish. These proclamations were met with a handshake from Ponce de León,
giving “the red men their first lesson in the white man’s exchange of good feeling.” 119
With seemingly no act of conciliation, the organizers of the 1907 PDLC suggested that
the Timucua gladly accepted the Spanish colonizers in St. Augustine without incident. From just
a glance, the cacique determined that he would “share” his peoples’ homelands with the
strangers. Showing the chief formally accepting the Spanish as settlers was the first step in
legitimizing European claims and ultimately, erasing Native Floridians from the landscape. As
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discussed in the previous chapter, there is little information on the early contact, if any, between
Ponce de León and the Timucua. It is now believed that the voyage first encountered a group of
Native Americans offshore of south Florida, far from St. Augustine.120 Instead, organizers
created a scene in which Native American characters, likely meant to be Timucua, stood witness
to the arrival of Ponce de León in St. Augustine. Though the Native American characters were
increasingly involved in the storyline during the second era of the PDLC, they were not played
by Native Americans. Rather, white residents, many of whom were prominent businessmen in
the community, filled the roles of chiefs and Native American warriors. The PDLC highlights
many of the issues with the representation of Native Americans in Florida, especially in the
realm of public history.
This chapter will discuss the second era of the PDLC, from 1907 to 1913. While
following the basic framework of the 1885 and 1890 pageants, the PDLC of the second era was
expanded to include more entertainment and new historical scenes. The most significant addition
was that of Native American characters, in both the early “discovery” scenes and those depicting
violence against white homesteaders during the Seminole Wars (1816-1858). However, the
Native Americans of the PDLC were in no way representative of Florida Natives. Rather,
organizers utilized common stereotypes and tropes to craft their own version of indigenous
Floridians. Nationally, there was, and remains, a tendency to view Native Americans as one
singular identity rather than identify distinct cultural and political differences across many
different nations. In this vein, PDLC organizers collected information on a multitude of tribes
and villages, varying geographically and temporally, from contemporary scholarship. This
information was then compressed into one fictional group who resided in northeast Florida. The
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Natives as imagined by PDLC organizers wore war bonnets and lived in teepees, more at home
on the western plains than in the marshes of coastal east Florida. The Seminole of the nineteenth
century, removed by nearly 300 years and a vastly different culture than the Floridians of the
1500s, were imagined in the same way. PDLC organizers was a fictionalized group of Native
Americans that lent legitimacy to European claims to St. Augustine.
Section 1: The Revival of the PDLC
The most helpful source of information for the second era comes in the form of souvenir
booklets. These booklets are available at the St. Augustine Historical Society and Florida
Historical Society for each year of the PDLC. Included within these publications were lists of
actors, the names of organizers, photos, a timeline of the pageant, and “scripts” for the
program. These were not scripts in the technical sense, rather a narrative for each scene. The
narratives included pertinent information, offering context, the storyline, and the movement of
actors. On at least two occasions the PDLC was filmed by film studios, including the Kalem
Company and Universal. The films were screened in Florida and across the country.121
Unfortunately, these films have very likely been lost. Therefore, the booklets provide valuable
information about each scene and useful insight into what they looked like visually. The souvenir
booklets were available for purchase after the PDLC, but there were also smaller programs and
advertisements available prior to the pageant.122
The return of the PDLC came in the spring of 1907. The revival was spearheaded by the
newly formed Business Men’s League of St. Augustine. Organized with the purpose of making
improvements in the city for residents and visitors, the League quickly began work on
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infrastructure and entertainment.123 Though there had been some progress improving roads and
lodging in St. Augustine by 1906, there was still work that needed to be done. At the time, there
were complaints of a severe lack of amusement for both residents and visitors. 124 In early 1906,
the League sought support from local merchants and hotel men for an event to be held the
following winter and spring. The festivities would serve to prolong the tourist season and ensure
that “guests already here will postpone their departure while many will be attracted from other
parts of the State.”125 During a League meeting several proposals were put forward, including the
revival of the PDLC. On March 14, 1906 it was decided that the PDLC would be held the
following year.126 By August, the League undertook the organization of the spectacle. 127
As the PDLC drew closer, support began to build throughout the city. One early
contributor to the Celebration was the Florida East Coast Railway (FEC), Henry Flagler’s
Florida railway company. Throughout the PDLC’s second era the vice president and general
manager of the FEC, J.R. Parrott, regularly pledged support. For several years the company
agreed to pay a fourth of the total price of the Celebration. 128 Reduced train fares were offered
for the entirety of Florida to ensure that visitors could make it to St. Augustine. 129 The FEC even
provided free transportation for any military troops that were taking part in the parades.130 In
addition to the financial support, the FEC made sure that visitor’s first glimpse of St. Augustine
would show them what was in store for the PDLC. At the train station were elaborately
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decorated arches and towers made to look like weathered stone, complete with multi-colored
electric lights and flags for the countries represented during the pageant.131
Undoubtedly the FEC’s contributions were significant to the success of the PDLC. The
support from the community was also substantial, with the city government, white business
owners, and local residents contributing to the efforts. There were repeated calls for assistance
from the community, as even with the support of the FEC, there were remaining costs for the
Celebration. In 1909 an outline of the budget was published in the St. Augustine Record, and the
total cost was around $5,000. 132 This was a considerable increase from the first Celebration of
1885, showing how much larger the PDLC became. Budgets such as this one are not available
for each year of the pageant, but this estimate likely applies to the others. It was argued that the
PDLC would extend the winter season, keeping visitors in the hotels and giving local businesses
more customers, right as tourism began to slow in April. With this in mind, the Finance
Committee canvassed the city to gather pledges from the local business owners. They even
secured support from the local government, which continued throughout the second era. In 1907,
the city donated $250 to the cost of the PDLC, in addition to the use of the Fire Department for
crowd control.133 By 1909, the city’s donation jumped to $500.134 Like the FEC, many residents
and businesses across St. Augustine did their part to make sure the city was well-decorated for
the festivities. Over six pages of the 1907 souvenir booklet were dedicated to describing public
and personal decorations of the community.135
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Decorations were not required by the city, but the fact that so many businesses and
residents chose to decorate was not lost on the organizers. Their decorations spoke to the civic
pride of the community, something that was a goal of many of the historical pageants during the
pageantry era.136 Businesses and homes were decorated with Spanish moss, lights, the flags of
Spain and the United States, and palm fronds. Local organizations constructed and decorated
arches to line the parade route. 137 The Surprise Store, a local department store, printed
advertisements about the decorations they had for sale that were suitable for the PDLC. 138 It was
the goal of the Decoration Committee to “approach as near as possible to fairyland” through the
city’s decorations.139 Based on the descriptions, it seems as though they reached this goal. Once
the decorations were complete, the stage was set for the pageant to begin.
The Celebration was due to start on Tuesday April 2nd, but the day turned out to be
bleak, cold, and windy. A replica caravel that would bring Ponce de León to the seawall was
damaged in the waves and wind of the previous day’s storms. While the weather delayed the
commencement of activities, the committees continued to prepare St. Augustine for the start of
the pageant, including fixing damage to the caravel and decorations across the city. When it
became apparent that Wednesday morning was going to be suitable, thousands of spectators
converged to witness the start of the PDLC.140 From a cordoned off area near the seawall, they
awaited the arrival of Ponce de León and his retinue. “Awe-stricken savages” watched from a
small forest as the group disembarked and preformed a ceremony claiming the land for Spain. 141
Ponce de León then turned to gaze at the Native Americans, and it was this action that
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“assuaged” their fears. Several chiefs gathered to bury their weapons and voice their intention to
rule alongside Ponce de León. Organizers claimed that the scene was historically accurate and
that the only embellishment was the addition of Native Americans on horseback. 142 As seen
above, what was shown was far from an accurate representation of the Native American
experience following the arrival of the Spanish.
Following the ceremony, the group proceeded to the parade route. Spanish officers and
the Spanish cavalry, including Ponce de León, led the group of reenactors. The Spanish infantry
followed, and behind them Native American warriors. A group of priests followed, carrying a
cross which “lent an air of impressiveness to the great spectacle.”143 At the head of the parade
were the mounted police and the marshal of the Celebration, Lieutenant Le Roy Canfield and his
aides. The first regiment band followed behind playing military music. According to the
pamphlet and newspapers, thousands lined the route. From the landing site, the parade traveled
to Plaza de la Constitución and worked its way along Bay Street until it reached the Castillo de
San Marcos.144 Once they arrived at the Castillo, Ponce de León and his retinue dismounted and
walked into the fort. From a platform erected in the center of the Castillo the priests conducted a
ceremony blessing the country. 145 The group of Spaniards kneeled before the priests, while again
the Native Americans looked on in wonder.
Unlike the first era of the PDLC, speeches are described in detail or published in full in
the souvenir booklets. The welcome address from Mayor of St. Augustine, Boyce, was published
in its entirety. Boyce began by reaffirming St. Augustinian’s desire to celebrate their Spanish and
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American heritage, “we have assembled here today not alone on account of our fidelity and
devotion to the interest of the oldest city of the United States, but, under the inspiration of those
who have preceded us and through whose instrumentality we are enabled to enjoy the beauties
and blessings of our home city today, we meet to honor and revere the memories of these
worthies.”146 Boyce boosted the “worthies,” Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez, to a heroic
status while underplaying the violence committed against the native community. Ponce de León
was killed because his “occupancy was disputed by the Indians…during his first encounter with
the savage foe.”147 His speech portrayed the Native Americans as combatants, in opposition to
the imagined arrival of Ponce de León where they stood by as silent witnesses. According to
Boyce any violence committed was from the Native Floridians, simply because the Spanish
hoped to colonize the new land. The speech went beyond a fictionalization and actively spread
the idea that the Spanish colonizers were unfairly targeted by the “savage foe.”
Frank Clark, a United States Congressman from St. Augustine, spoke following the
mayor. He had an enthusiastic response to the celebration and implored the city to form a
permanent association that would make the pageant an annual event, as well as plan for the 400th
anniversary of Ponce de León’s landing in 1913. Clark made a surprising claim during his
speech, that Congress would loan the city of St. Augustine one million dollars for the
anniversary event.148 Ultimately, his claim did not come to fruition. His enthusiasm continued as
he described seeing the American flag flying. While several of the speeches focused primarily on
the Spanish history of the city, there was a deep strain of patriotism throughout the entire
pageant. Clark declared that “the sight had aroused in him an emotion that stirred his patriotism
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as it had never been moved before.”149 Mr. T.J.L Brown of Tampa spoke next, with the same
complementary tone of the previous speakers. However, he was more interested in the
“civilized” white history of the city, beginning with the first “visit of civilized man.” He declared
that “St. Augustine may boast of two notable landings, the first being Ponce de Leon and the last
Mr. Henry M. Flagler.”150 To Brown, and many others, Florida’s past and future rested upon
these two ‘conquistadors.’151 Ponce de León, who “discovered” Florida and Flagler, who was
credited with bringing the state into the modern era. Anything prior to the arrival of Europeans
was deemed uncivilized, and therefore unimportant to Florida’s history as a developed state. As
the day’s festivities concluded, the town prepared for the arrival of another worthy, Menéndez.
On Thursday the founding of St. Augustine by Pedro Menéndez was presented. It was at
this point in the pageant that organizers diverged from the previous Celebrations. Unlike
previous years where there is little mention of Menéndez, he was the central feature of the day.
The scene opened as a group of chiefs tended to intertribal affairs in the village of “Seloee,” or
Seloy. Soon after, several runners arrived with news that several men and boys had been
captured by strange intruders outside of the village. The Spanish were remembered only by the
oldest members of the tribe, those present for the arrival of Ponce de León around 50 years prior.
The runners informed the chiefs that the invaders were close by and would likely arrive within
minutes. As Menéndez arrived in the clearing, the “Great Cacique” moved forward and motioned
that his men should be returned. When it became clear that Menéndez had no plans to return the
captives, the Cacique issued a war cry to which warriors from the surrounding forest responded.
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Menéndez remained unmoved as a second cry called forth a large number of Indians on
horseback. Once again, the Cacique asked for his men to be released. The show of force
prompted Menéndez to release his Indian captives. He dismounted his horse as a symbol that he
was willing to respect the Cacique’s request. The two walked towards each other, and several
boys reached down to bury weapons, a sign that no war would be made against Menéndez and
his men. A peace pipe was brought to the small gathering where it was smoked by all in
attendance.152 With that organizers claimed there was peace between the Spanish colonizers and
Native Floridians.
The final day of the celebration featured the changing of the flags, which was considered
the highlight in the historical pageant. In the ceremony actors representing French, Spanish, and
British troops “hand over” control to the United States in 1821. Native American characters
played no role in the ceremony, and instead could be seen to the periphery of the scene.
According to the souvenir booklet, “as high class as were the events of the two previous days,
they did not excel in beauty or historic importance the closing day’s program. It is doubtful if
either of the great spectacles of the preceding days affected the crowd or inspired their patriotism
as did the scene depicting the transfer of the city to the United States.”153 While there was
obvious pride in the Spanish heritage of St. Augustine, there was also a deep strain of patriotism
that ran throughout the PDLC. St. Augustinians used Ponce de León’s “discovery” of Florida to
secure their claims to being the original Americans. The absence of Native Americans from the
changing of the flags ceremony informed spectators of the organizer’s belief that the Native
Floridians had stepped aside for the Spanish colonizers.

152
153

St. Augustine Record, Special Souvenir Edition, 9.
St. Augustine Record, Special Souvenir Edition,11.

51

The scene began as the “the primitive red man elbowed his way among throngs of
warriors of medieval Spain, soldiers of England and France and the United States navy and
army.”154 Native American warriors disappeared into the crowd as actors representing Spanish,
French, and English troops marched into the park annex. The disappearance was representative
of what white Americans deemed the appropriate fate of Native Americans. The concept of the
“vanishing Indian,” was based on the idea that “less advanced” societies would disappear to
make way for societies that were considered advanced and civilized. 155The flags of the European
nations were hoisted as their anthems were played by a band. However, it was the transfer of
Florida to the United States in 1821 that was the highlight of the ceremony. The Spanish
commander marched forward to a flagpole in the center of the field, the American commander
followed suit. After the Spanish commander handed over a scroll, representing the formal
surrender of St. Augustine, the American flag was raised to the tune of the Star-Spangled Banner
and the cheers of the crowd. 156
From the commemorative booklet published after the PDLC, it is clear that the pageant
was a big hit. According to the author, “the parade was undoubtedly the greatest pageant ever
seen in Florida.”157 The League made an announcement on the final page of the booklet that due
to the success, they would hold the pageant again the following winter. They assured readers that
since thousands of dollars had already been invested into costumes and materials for 1907, the
following years would have potential to be even more spectacular. 158 With the bulk of costumes
and even grandstands purchased, the next pageant could be produced for less money and time.
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Positive reviews of the pageant were published in the St. Augustine Record. Henry Flagler wrote
to “express to the good people of St. Augustine my appreciation of the compliment paid me in
the fireworks last evening, and to say, further, that I am much gratified with the success of their
Ponce de Leon entertainment, which I have greatly enjoyed.”159 The success of the revival
inspired confidence that the PDLC could be held on an annual basis.
Section 2: An Annual Event
In 1908 the PDLC was organized by the League for a second time. It was highly
successful, with hotels reporting that they still had guests days after the conclusion of the
pageant. They implored the League to begin preparations for the 1909 PDLC.160 There were few
variations in the pageant over the years. In many cases, the general storyline and script remained
the same. Materials like costumes, props, and seating were reused. The same organizers and
actors participated in consecutive years. Year to year, the difference was that scenes were
finetuned, often with small details being added to the narrative. Since there are so many
similarities between the seven years of the pageant, only three years, 1907, 1909, and 1913 will
be analyzed in detail. As the first year of the revival, 1907 was the first year that was analyzed in
this chapter. By 1909, excitement for the PDLC reached a fever pitch. However, this excitement
came only after there were serious concerns the pageant would be cancelled. 1913, the final year
of the second era, and 400th anniversary of Ponce de León’s “discovery” of Florida, will be the
final year analyzed in this chapter. While 1913 was supposed to be the grandest Celebration the
city had ever seen, there was once again the risk of it being cancelled. The three years chosen for
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this chapter illustrate that while the PDLC remained popular with the public, it was the source of
significant strain on city leaders.
Despite the success of 1907 and 1908, there were concerns that the 1909 Celebration
would be cancelled. Following the 1908 PDLC, the League announced that due to the pressure of
organizing the event they would be unable to complete the task in 1909.161 While the League
acknowledged the great success of the previous two years, they felt they were overworked and
needed a brief pause in the PDLC. 162 Further, leading business men and residents often expressed
concern about the cost involved. 163 A public meeting was held to discuss the pageant. Ultimately,
the businessmen of the community determined that holding the Celebration would likely attract
even more visitors than the previous year and that it would be worth the time and money.164 The
community was excited by the prospect of another PDLC. A resident wrote to the St. Augustine
Record to voice their tentative excitement about the pageant, “good! Just what we expected.
When you get the Business Men’s League behind a thing you can expect dust to fly. Still, we
shall not be absolutely sure until we see that little white voting tent put up on the plaza.” 165
Once it was determined that the PDLC would be held again there was a great deal of
excitement from the community. In the months prior to the pageant, an outpouring of support
could be seen in the St. Augustine Record. During previous years there was undoubtedly
enthusiasm about the PDLC, but much of this came second-hand from journalists. By 1909 the
PDLC seemed to be deeply entrenched in community life. The pageant was a hot topic in the
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“Overheard in St. Augustine” section of the St. Augustine Record and someone even sent in a
poem about the Celebration:
Once more past field and brake we’ll
Hear
The shouting redskin on his horse,
The small white tent on Plaza built
Shall tell us voting news, of course.
The streets will troop with jolly hosts
The old fort glare with shot and
shell,
The streams be garlanded with light
Each mystic nook a tale to tell. 166
Unlike previous years, there were many instances of commentary published in the St. Augustine
Record from the community. Prior to 1909, much of the coverage of the Celebration was limited
to announcements of League meetings and the progress being made in planning. This changed
following the announcement that the PDLC would be held after the initial cancellation. After
several months of planning, the eagerly awaited 1909 PDLC began.
Ponce de León arrived in St. Augustine on a Wednesday afternoon. In the village of
Cautio, reportedly the Lucayan name for Florida, residents “indolently loitered” around their
tepees.167 Children ran through the village, “glorying in the freedom of the wild.” 168 Suddenly,
the peace was broken as loud war cry emitted from the nearby forest, which signaled the arrival
of warriors with several Spanish prisoners in tow. On a hunting trip south of Cautio, Chief
Apalache, a reference to the Apalachee of present-day Tallahassee, and his men came across the
strangers.169 Initially, the warriors were going to flee, as they believed “that the pale-faced
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invaders were demigods from another world.” However, after finding the body of a Spaniard
washed up on the shore, they realized that the strangers were mortal and captured them. Upon
hearing the commotion from the caravels, a small boat was sent to investigate. As they arrived on
the shore, they watched as their colleagues were whisked away into the woods. On being alerted
to the capture of his men, Ponce de León ordered that a large force “pursue the savages and
rescue their comrades or avenge them.”170 The force closely pursued the Native Americans as
they returned to Cautio.
The warriors relayed their story to Timucua, the Great Incohonee of all the Indians in
East Florida, who decided that the prisoners would be sacrificed to the “Great Spirit.” 171 The
tribe quickly went to work preparing the ceremony. Unlike the Native Americans who stood
passively by as Ponce de León arrived, in this iteration, they are described as being incredibly
hostile. The group tied the Spanish captives to stakes, where they would be burned, and “when
the Spaniards were bound the savages danced about them in fiendish glee, brandishing their
weapons and prodding them with spears and knives.”172 Just as the Spanish prisoners were going
to be set alight, Ponce de León’s caravel arrived along the seawall. The tribe untied the captives
and fled into the woods.
Ponce de León claimed the land in the name of Spain and immediately turned his
attention to the Native Americans in the woods. He called forth Chief Lucayan, who was brought
with the voyage to act as an interpreter for the Spanish. As so many tribes had been conflated
into one, it seemed natural that Chief Lucayan of the Bahamas would be able to easily
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communicate with the natives of Florida. Lucayan was sent forward, but was quickly pushed
back by a volley of arrows. He attempted to make contact with the Timucua once again, as he
“held his arms aloft in token of his peaceful errand, then signaled for a parley.” 173 Chief Ucita
emerged from the woods to determine what business the strangers had on their land. Ucita was
taken to Ponce de León, where Lucayan told him that “the Spaniards came as friends and not to
enslave the natives.” Satisfied with Ponce de León’s promise, Ucita returned to the woods to
relay the message to the Great Incohonee, who agreed to meet with the Spaniards. He too was
impressed by Ponce de León’s message of friendship and extended peace.
Menéndez arrived in the village of Seloy, which was once known as Cautio during Ponce
de León’s time. Organizers of the PDLC chose names for characters from villages and tribes
across Florida and from several time periods. Satouriara, a reference to Saturiwa, a Timucuan
Chiefdom that was based near Jacksonville, Florida, was the chief of the village of Cautio.
Shortly before Menéndez’s arrival, Satouriara called his hunters and fisherman.174 As the hunters
set off into the woods to catch game, the fishermen took their crude nets to the waterfront. It
wasn’t long before they returned with news of several large vessels in the bay. Satouriara rushed
to the shoreline to witness the arrival of the vessels himself. Satisfied that the fishermen were
truthful, he dispatched runners to several neighboring villages for help. Within minutes the
runners arrived accompanied by Chief Tocobayo and Chief Tequesta. 175 While meeting, the
Chiefs were unaware that the Spanish had already disembarked. As Satouriara called his hunters
back from the forest, he witnessed a large force of Spanish soldiers emerging from the forest.
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So ensued a battle between the Spanish and several Native American warriors. After
much fighting between various factions, the Spanish were overwhelmed and significantly
outnumbered by the Native Americans. Chief Oloctora was able to create a gap in which a large
number of Spanish soldiers became surrounded. Menéndez quickly realized that they were
outnumbered and would be unable to stop the onslaught.176 From the midst of the fighting,
Menéndez signaled for a truce. As Satouriara moved forward for a parley, Menéndez dismounted
his horse. Satouriara offered to return Spanish prisoners as well as agreeing to terms of peace, an
offer quickly accepted by Menéndez. The scene concluded with the smoking of the peace pipe
and burial of weapons that signified peace during the PDLC.
Once the ceremony of peace was completed, the changing of the flags ceremony began.
As with earlier PDLCs, each of the nations that had some connection to Florida were
represented. This portion of the pageant was marked by patriotism, and this year was no
different. It was meant to symbolize St. Augustine’s admittance into the United States, as the
“Indian, Spaniard, French and English have passed away and the flag of freedom now floats
under Florida’s skies.”177 The Spanish, French, English, and eventually, the United States were
represented by actors, dressed in uniforms from the period they were in Florida. As they
marched, their flags were hoisted to the tune of their respective national anthems. 178 While
Native Americans were present during the ceremony, it was only to illustrate their eventual
demise in the face of European invasion. Their plight was overlooked as the American flag was
hoisted to the cheers of the crowd.
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Unlike previous years, the changing of the flags ceremony did not signal the conclusion
of the Celebration. Two new scenes were added to the 1909 pageant, “Oglethorpe’s Attack on
Fort Marion” and “Indian Attack on White Settlers.” Both scenes were very brief, described in
only a few paragraphs towards the end of the booklet. In the summer of 1740 governor James
Oglethorpe of Georgia laid siege on St. Augustine for 27 days. The attack on the city came as
part of the War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739-1748). Prior to reaching St. Augustine Oglethorpe captured
several forts including Fort Mose, a free black settlement which will be discussed in chapter
three. Ultimately, the Spanish soldiers and free black militia were able to keep the city in Spanish
hands. The scene in the pageant revolves primarily around the siege itself, specifically the firing
of rockets and rifles from the fort. While Oglethorpe’s siege was based on a documented event,
the “Indian Attack on White Settlers” was an imagined moment created from stories of violence
during the Seminole Wars. The scene, taking place at night, showed a lone settler as he was
attacked and killed by a group of Native Americans. 179 As his companions returned, they too
were attacked and bound by the group. According to the booklet, PDLC spectators watched on in
horror as the hostages were placed in a wagon that was then caught on fire.180 This scene was an
amalgamation of several stories of Seminole violence against white homesteaders in nineteenth
century Florida. Many of these stories were very likely false, coming as a part of the U.S.
government’s removal campaign against the Seminole in Florida. The government was
responsible for spreading myths about Native American violence in the state, including that they
often attacked homesteads at night and would actively seek women and children to kill. 181
Spectators were horrified by the scene, but were quickly treated to a firework show.
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It was said that more visitors were staying beyond the end of season than ever before, and
that there were several hotels that stayed open until April and May. 182 Just as organizers hoped,
the PDLC enticed visitors away from other popular resorts in the state and ensured that the
season was extended. 183 Even visitors in the fashionable Palm Beach headed north to witness the
Celebration. Newspapers from across the state listed prominent tourists who made the trip to St.
Augustine.184 Using the success and excitement of the Celebration, businessmen in St. Augustine
were able to convince several large groups to hold meetings during the future Celebrations,
including the Florida Press Association which held its annual meeting during the 1910 PDLC. 185
In September of 1909, St. Augustine Postmaster George A. Alba also secured the Postmasters of
the United States National Convention. 186
Section 3: The 400th Anniversary
Before the 1909 Celebration was even over, plans were already being made for the 400 th
anniversary of Ponce de León’s “discovery” of Florida in 1913. During the 1907 Celebration,
Frank Clark had promised that Congress would loan St. Augustine $1 million, a claim which did
not come to fruition. Therefore, the PDLC committee sought funding from other venues.
Reframed as a national exhibition, committee members wrote a bill that was brought to the
Florida Senate in 1911. The committee argued that Ponce de León’s discovery was nationally
significant and that it was “an event of vastly more importance than many of the voyages of
discovery and settlement the anniversaries of which have been so elaborately celebrated in recent
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years.”187 In late May, the bill passed 15 to 13 in the Florida Senate. 188 According to the terms,
$50,000 would be appropriated under the condition that the city of St. Augustine was able to
prove that they had already raised $200,000. Organizers took the success and began preparations
for the pageant years in advance.
Though there was an early effort to organize the 1913 PDLC, the committee once again
ran into issues with financing. The 400th anniversary initially seemed primed to be a massive
event, but by early 1913 things had changed and there were serious concerns that the PDLC
wouldn’t happen at all. According to the newspapers, the city immediately began work securing
the $200,000 necessary to receive the additional $50,000 from the state. St. Augustine’s Board of
Trade contributed $26,000 but the Ocala Evening Star predicted that there would be “a heavy
pull on old man Flagler’s leg before they lift the full amount.” 189 From there it is unclear if the
funds were raised. Based on the financial issues in the months leading up to the 1913 pageant, as
well as its somewhat subdued nature, it seems unlikely that they received the appropriation. In
light of this, the PDLC executive committee believed that there was not enough support for the
pageant from the community. After canvassing the city, the finance committee determined that
“there is a strong sentiment of opposition to the holding of this celebration as planned and they
are of the opinion that it will be impracticable to secure either the financial or moral support
which would be necessary to carry out the project upon a scale commensurate with the
importance of this historical occasion.”190 Organizers anticipated that the 1913 PDLC would
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cause financial strain for the city, considering that the significance of the anniversary warranted
holding the pageant on a grander scale than previous years.
The announcement of the cancellation came as a shock, even to city leaders, “the reading
of this report came like a bolt out of the blue, and Mayor Webb was on his feet in an instant.”191
One major concern raised was that the benefits of the PDLC did not outweigh the initial cost to
the community. G.B. Lamar, head of the finance committee claimed that there “is an underlying
feeling in the community that the celebration is not specially helpful to the city, so far as direct
financial returns are concerned.”192 However, many disagreed with this sentiment, particularly
other city leaders in Florida. Several communities in Florida reached out to help fund the event,
including Jacksonville, because they believed the publicity from the PDLC would benefit the
whole state.193 William Henry Beers, editor and publisher of the Automobile and Good Roads
Advocate, had strong words about the significance of the PDLC. Beers argued that “unless
Florida, as a whole, makes some effort to take advantage of this exceptional opportunity to show
the rest of the world that Florida was the first spot in the United States touched by the Spanish
explorer, a real opportunity will be lost.”194 This further supports the idea that organizers hoped
to secure their place as the original Americans. Since the arrival of Ponce de León and Pedro
Menéndez predated the arrival of the pilgrims in New England, St. Augustinians likely believed
they were the first Americans. Following several days of discussion and public meetings, the
executive committee was satisfied with the response and agreed to hold the PDLC, though on a
smaller scale than what was originally planned.195
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Originally it was intended for the 1913 PDLC to be held on an elaborate scale, worthy of
an event of national significance. After the issues outlined above organizers were left with just
two months to complete preparations. What resulted was a condensed version of earlier pageants.
Coming in at only six pages, the souvenir booklet was significantly smaller than previous
editions. Organizers did not make significant changes to the script, or even expand to include
anything new. Instead, many scenes were copied verbatim from previous booklets while
Oglethorpe’s siege was removed. Since there is so little variation, this section will analyze the
ways that the Native American characters were described in the narrative of the 1913 pageant.
The prologue described how Ponce de León’s caravels reached the coast of Florida, about
eighteen miles south of St. Augustine, on Easter Sunday. A severe storm forced them into the
Matanzas Inlet, where a large force disembarked. Around dawn, the force was attacked by
several of Native American warriors. The conflict was heard by men on the caravels, but by the
time reinforcements arrived at the scene, the warriors could be heard running north with their
Spanish prisoners.196 Ponce de León followed the coast to the north, where he came opposite the
village of Cautio. As the Spaniards arrived, Native Americans in small vessels paddled towards
the caravels. It was remarked that “they are fearless savages, but the approaching vision fills
them with wonder and awe.”197 In comparison to the Spaniard’s large caravels, the Native
American vessels were described as frail and primitive. During the scenes involving Ponce de
León, the imagined Natives Americans are described as “simple savages,” and almost childlike.
In the face of Spanish colonizers, the imagined Indians were unable to cope with the new
weapons including cannons that awakened “a fear never before experienced by the fearless
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warriors.”198 This is very reminiscent of what was described by Charles B. Reynold in Old St.
Augustine: A Story of Three Centuries. Reynold’s wrote that during Pedro Menéndez’s ceremony
claiming St. Augustine “the bewildered Indians,” were “mute in their wonder and vaguely
imitating the mysterious actions of the strangers.”199 They then “scurry” back to land while the
villagers on shore “fall on their faces in terror.” 200 “As the fighting began Ponce de León had his
carbineers fire into the air, which had the desired effect of making the villagers “panic stricken at
the white strangers’ thunder.”201 Despite their fear, an interpreter was able to secure a meeting
between the chief and Ponce de León, who draped a red scarf over the chief’s shoulders,
“pleasing the noble savage mightily.”202 With this action, the Spanish colonizers were able to
secure peace with the “simple savages.”
On the second day of the pageant Pedro Menéndez arrived in the village of Seloy. In
contrast to the childlike portrayal of Native Americans upon Ponce de León’s arrival, the
warriors of the village of Seloy are described as fearless noble savages. The great Cacique
Satouriara and his people were described as proud and warlike, while Satouriara feared neither
his red enemies nor the paleface warriors from beyond the seas.203 The Spaniards arrived with
several Indian prisoners in tow, taken while they were hunting in the nearby woods. Satouriara
rushed forward to confront Menéndez in order to secure the release of the prisoners. Menéndez
struck at Satouriara with his sword, which sent him racing back the village and giving his war
cry. A clash began between the two groups, where the Spanish were overwhelmed by the Native
American warriors. After seeing how many of his troops had been captured Menéndez was
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forced to call for a truce. Once again, peace was agreed to fairly quickly, as Satouriara buried the
tomahawk and a sub-chief brought forward a pipe of peace. The third evening of the pageant
featured an open-air concert at the Fort, as well as an Indian attack on a white settlement. The
Indian attack on white homesteaders, which was a source of terror in 1909, was described in one
small line in 1913. The description read, “courier dispatched to a ranch for cowboys. Massacre of
settlers. Arrival of the cowboys. Defeat of Indians after desperate battle.”204
The modified PDLC of 1913 was well-received despite the hiccups early in the
organization process. Ultimately, it proved to be the final PDLC held during the second era. It
appears as though the decision was made some time in late 1913, or early 1914, as there are no
references to the possibility of another PDLC event being held in the months leading up to
March and April 1914. A newspaper article from 1923 suggests that the PDLC was not held due
to World War I (1914-1918).205 There is also the possibility that after the issues of the 1913
PDLC, organizers were unwilling to take on the project. It was not until 1923 that St. Augustine
would hold another PDLC.
Section 4: Imagined Natives
In the second era of the PDLC, organizers continued to promote a romanticized version
of Florida’s history, one in which the gallant conquistadors Ponce de León and Menéndez
arrived bringing with them civilization. By 1907, the Celebration expanded to include Native
American characters in larger roles. From their first appearance as silent figures who played
witness to the arrival of Ponce de León, the new representation illustrated the “Noble Savage”
who put up a valiant fight, but ultimately handed over their land to Ponce de León and later,
Menéndez. The new Native American characters, played exclusively by white Americans, were
204
205

St. Augustine Record, Official Souvenir Program, 5.
“Ponce de Leon Celebration Full of Romance and Charm,” St. Augustine Record, Jan.30, 1923.

65

major contributors to the storyline. However, these characters were a construction, based upon
Native American tropes from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The portrayal of
Native Americans ran the gamut of stereotypes, from noble savages, to children of the woods, to
bloodthirsty savages. Played by white actors, they participated in scenes that were only loosely
based on real events, such as the landing of Ponce de León and Seminole attacks on white
settlers.

Plains Indians at the Fort, c.1875 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)
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In his classic study of the construction of Indian identity in the white imagination Robert
F. Berkhofer Jr argued that there are two manifestations of Native Americans in North American
history. One being the “material” or “real” group, what Berkhofer describes as the tribes
themselves, without the interference of the white American imagination. On the other side is the
“ideal” group, created from stereotypes and imaginings that are loosely based on white
American’s interactions with the material group. 206 Through this, many nations of Native
Americans came to be compressed into one homogenous “Indian” identity. In physical form, this
meant that Natives wore clothes that resembled tribes from the western plains, including war
bonnets and moccasins. Culturally, this translated to teepees, peace pipes, and tomahawks. This
“ideal” image was definitely at work during the PDLC. From their outward appearance, to their
behaviors, the Florida natives of the pageant were far from reality.
During the 1909 Celebration the St. Augustine Record claimed that residents of St.
Augustine were highly knowledgeable about Native Americans. It was written that “for many
years hundreds of Indians were confined at Fort Marion and the people of this city are as familiar
with the redman as with the white.”207 From 1875 to 1878 seventy-two chiefs and warriors of the
Kiowa, Lakota, and Cheyenne were incarcerated at the fort by the U.S. Government.208 They
quickly became a tourist attraction in St. Augustine. 209 While imprisoned, many began to draw in
ledger books that were given to the them by Richard Pratt, supervisor of the fort during their
imprisonment.210 Previously, pictorial art was used to depict achievements in war but during
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their incarceration they drew scenes of life on the plains. One such ledger artist was Howling
Wolf, pictured on the previous page with his father, Eagle Head or Minimac, who was an
accomplished artist before his imprisonment.211 The ledger books filled with drawings were sold
to tourists, along with beadwork that was shipped to Fort Marion and miniature bows and
arrows.212 The imprisoned chiefs and warriors would likely have influenced organizers of the
PDLC for years to come.
Despite claims that residents were well-versed in local Native American culture, there
were significant issues with the portrayals of the imagined Indian characters. The Timucua and
the Seminole were imagined as Plains Indians. St. Augustinians found inspiration from national
trends, such as the growing popularity of westerns, and local events, primarily the imprisonment
of the Plains chiefs and warriors. Organizers crafted their Native American characters by
utilizing a stereotypical view of Indians, while infusing some basic knowledge from Florida
history. From these sources, organizers crafted an imagined version of the Seminole and
Timucua who served as a source of conflict for the settlement of Florida.
It is important to better understand the two tribes that were featured in the pageants, the
Timucua and the Seminole. During the PDLC, the Timucua were the central tribe that interacted
with the Spanish in Florida. According to the organizers, they lived in the village of Cautio, a
fictional village located in present day St. Augustine. Rather than a singular tribe as they were
portrayed during the pageant, the Timucua were united only by a common language. According
to John E. Worth the Timucua were different culturally and politically, since they lived in a wide
variety of environments across northeast Florida. 213 However, this diversity was nonexistent
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during the PDLC. Saturiwa, Ibihica, Potano, Oconi, and Tarihica were just several of the
Timucua-speaking chiefdoms who lived across coastal and interior north Florida. 214 Rather than
depicting different Timucuan chiefdoms, organizers created one identity while using names from
tribes across the state.
During the second era of the pageant, the first two scenes show the Timucua seeking
help from tribes around the state. Chief Ucita, Chief Apalache, and Chief Tocobayo are several
imagined characters that were created to represent entire tribes. While these tribes were based in
different parts of the state, with varying cultural and political identities, they were portrayed the
same way as the Timucua during the PDLC. For example, Chief Tocobayo is a reference to the
Tocobaga of Tampa Bay. 215 The Ucita also lived in the Tampa area in the sixteenth-century.216
Despite being from different regions, they were shown wearing the same Plains Indian clothing,
just as the imagined Timucua were. The names of these imagined Native American characters
suggest that organizers utilized contemporary research on Florida natives. However, they failed
to acknowledge that the tribes varied culturally and politically, not just in name.217 Certainly,
alliances between tribes were common as “ties of alliance or confederacy appear to have bound
chiefdoms together,” but this did not equate to the alliances as illustrated in the pageant. 218 Often
during the PDLC tribes, who were from opposite sides of Florida, were called to assist the
Timucua in St. Augustine. Chief Lucayan, who represented indigenous people from the
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Bahamas, served as an interpreter for Ponce de León’s voyage. Organizers wrote that Lucayan
“understanding the nature and signals of his red brothers, held his arms aloft in token of his
peaceful errand, then signaled for a parley.”219 PDLC organizers created Native American
characters that were not historically accurate. Instead, the imagined characters provided a source
of conflict for the heroes of the story, Ponce de León and Menéndez.
In addition to the compression of Native Americans from across the state into several
imagined chiefly characters, there was a conflation of two tribes separated by many years, and
with no clear lineage. Organizers made a direct connection between the Timucua and Seminole,
going so far as to describe a group of visiting Seminoles in 1885 as “the descendants of the tribes
who greeted the Spaniards on their landing.”220 Though, in reality, the group was most likely
descendants from the Creek Confederacy.221 Separated by several hundred years, and culturally
different, the Timucua and Seminole were visually depicted in the same way, all wearing the
dress of Plains Indians.
While the two tribes were visually the same same during the pageant, their portrayal
differed in one major way. Early scenes from the PDLC depicted the imagined Native Americans
fighting the Spanish upon their arrival, before backing down and peacefully handing over their
land. On the other hand, the Seminole are shown during brief, but incredibly violent moments.
The attack on white settlers scene generally showed several Seminole warriors launching a sneak
attack against an unsuspecting settler. During the PDLC, the Seminole were simplified into an
image of savages who attacked men, women, and children unprovoked. Part of this contrasting
portrayal is likely due to the organizers needs for the characters. In early scenes the Timucua
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were needed to hand over their land to the Spanish colonizers, before disappearing. The
Seminole are shown as a final roadblock in turning Florida into a civilized American state.
The final appearance of Native Americans during pageants of the second era comes
during a violent attack on white settlers, usually taking place on the final night of the PDLC. As
discussed earlier in this chapter, the attack on white settlers scenes were an amalgamation of
several stories of Seminole violence against white homesteaders in nineteenth century Florida.
Undoubtedly, there was violence during the Seminole Wars, but many stories of the Seminole
were fabricated by the government at the time. In “Creating a Seminole Enemy: Ethnic and
Racial Diversity in the Conquest of Florida,” historian Andrew Frank analyzes the process by
which the United States fabricated an enemy in order to validate their actions against Native
Americans in Florida. Just as the organizers of the PDLC did, the U.S. government crafted a
“Seminole” tribe from a variety of different groups who were culturally and politically
distinct.222 The name was used as a blanket term to refer to any of the remaining Native
Americans in Florida, including Native migrants from other states, runaway African Americans,
and any survivors from the original Florida tribes. 223 With the fabricated Seminoles, newspapers
and other media (books, etc.) stoked fears of Indian attacks against families. Many described
violent stories of Seminoles attacking settlers at night and butchering women and children.
Though the government worked to create an enemy to serve their purposes, the public was even
more influenced by the stories from newspapers and novels. According to historian Mikaela
Adams, “whites fostered a ‘savage’ impression of Florida’s Natives, which carried through in the
public imagination into the early twentieth century”224 Seminole “savagery” came to be used in

Andrew Frank, “Creating a Seminole Enemy,” 292.
Andrew Frank, “Creating a Seminole Enemy,” 280-281.
224
Mikaëla Adams, “Savage Foes, Noble Warriors, and Frail Remnants: Florida Seminoles in the White
Imagination, 1865-1934,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 87, no. 3 (2009): 406.
222
223

71

novels and memoirs, as a way to capture the attention of the audience. 225 There were even claims
that a Seminole attack on the Castillo de San Marcos was planned. It was these stories that
organizers tapped from the very first PDLC in 1885.

Spanish Military and Native Indian Reenactment, c. 1925 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

It is immediately obvious in the choice of attire that there were historical inaccuracies
involving the Native Floridian characters in the pageants. In the 1907 souvenir booklet costumes
for the Native Americans were described as wearing, “the tight-fitting costumes, resembling the
bare limbs of the red man on the war path. Short leather breeches and moccasins, war bonnets
and the usual display of feathers, beads, etc. completed the savage costume.” 226 Often, the “red
skin” of the characters was accomplished by using tight body suits which gave the appearance of
darker skin. Photos, such as the one above, show that paint was used on the face to achieve the
same effect. Men wore long wigs, often unkempt, to give the look of long dark hair. Adams
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argues that the Seminole during the nineteenth and twentieth century were portrayed as Plains
Indians to connect them to the violence of the west. 227 While this picture represents Native
Americans who met Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez, the Seminole later in the pageant were
shown wearing similar attire. The costumes for the pageant were well received by spectators, and
no one questioned the accuracy of the garments since they echoed the “ideal” that many had in
mind. The St. Augustine Record gushed that “the makeup of the Indians was perfect. Even little
papposses were garbed in the orthodox of the primitive savage.” 228

Native Indian Woman Reenactor, c. 1925 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)
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Photos of the fictionalized Indian Princess Arriola show a more romantic version of
Native American stereotypes. Arriola is shown wearing a beaded dress and moccasins. Her hair
was styled in two plaits, with a headband across her forehead, typical of the stereotypical image
of Native Americans during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In reality, sixteenth-century
Timucuan women wore skirts of moss, with their hair not braided or tied-up. The wives of Chiefs
likely wore beads on their necks, wrists, and ankles. Men wore breechclouts (loincloths) and had
their hair tied up, often adorned feathers or animal skins. Both men and women used fish bladder
ear plugs.229 The stereotypical attire of Native Americans in the nineteenth century, including
moccasins and war bonnets, influenced the organizer’s portrayal of the Timucua and Seminole.

Don Juan, Knight of Leon and other reenactors, c. 1929 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)
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There was another national trend that had an influence on not only the creation of the
characters, but also those portraying them. The Great Incohonee, who is called forth to meet with
Ponce de León, has seemingly no connection to the Timucua, or any tribes in Florida for that
matter. Rather, the name had its origin from a fraternity of the nineteenth century. In the 1834,
the Improved Order of Red Men (IORM) was created in Baltimore, Maryland, by an entirely
white, male membership. 230 Among those elite members were Theodore Roosevelt and Warren
G. Harding. Further, a local branch, the Algonquin, were frequent participants in the pageant.
They even served as a welcoming committee for several Seminole from south Florida who were
brought to the PDLC as guests in 1907.231 The IORM tradition of using “native” words during
their ceremonies made its way into the PDLC. Historian Philip J. Deloria describes the process
by which the members changed their “years became great suns, months became moons, minutes
became breaths…the meetings were marked by kindling and quenching of the council fire.” 232
The influence of the IORM on the PDLC can be seen in some of the choices of name, including
the “Great Incohonee,” who presided over the order at the national level.
Organizers of the PDLC created a founding myth that legitimized Spanish claims to St.
Augustine. The process they used was similar to that of residents in New England in the
nineteenth century. Historian Jean O’Brien examines the construction of regional identity in
Firsting and Lasting: Writing Indians Out of Existence in New England. Replacement narratives,
or local histories that were used to lend legitimacy to white European claims to New England,
replaced Native Americans with white settlers in the area’s history. O’Brien also looks at what
role local commemorations played in replacement narratives, arguing that they “constitute
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crucial plotlines in the replacement narrative by audaciously claiming indigeneity for themselves
and disseminating the message to the masses in vernacular form.” 233 It is evident during scenes
between Native Americans and the Spanish that there was an effort to legitimize Spanish, and
ultimately American, claims to the town. Whether the interactions were violent or peaceful, the
outcome was the same. After handing over control to the Spanish during the first scenes, Native
Americans were depicted as fading away into the past.
As the pageant closed it was time for the Florida Natives to disappear from the landscape.
In this chapter, it has been argued that PDLC organizers sought to lend legitimacy to Spanish
claims in Florida by showing Native Floridians give their land to colonizers. Pageant organizers
then made the decision to make them disappear, as shown during the changing of the flags
ceremony. During the third era of the PDLC, a “medicine man” character was featured in the
scene of Menéndez’s founding of St. Augustine. While the “Great Incohonee” Satouriara was
away on a hunting trip the medicine man sat near the fire and meditated. Just as Satouriara is set
to arrive to the village, the man had a vision “that strange events in the life and destiny of the
Indian tribes are soon to take place.”234 As he relayed his vision to the village, Satouriara
“sarcastically laughs at the prophecy.”235 Almost immediately fishermen come with word that
there are strange vessels in the bay. In the 1920s this scene shows spectators that the Native
Americans knew that they were destined to be replaced by white colonizers. During the second
era, their replacement by the colonizers comes unceremoniously. After willingly handing over
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control of St. Augustine to both Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez, the Native Americans are
last seen disappearing in the crowds as the changing of the flags ceremony is conducted.
Historical pageants presented a fictionalized view of Native Americans, one that
compressed their identity into one fabricated image and that contributed to their erasure from the
modern world. Certainly, the PDLC perpetuated an image of the Natives of Florida as
tomahawk-wielding warriors, at home on the Plains of the United States, not sixteenth-century
St. Augustine. Organizers were likely influenced by national trends and tropes, as well as their
own interactions with the Plains Indians imprisoned at Fort Marion in the 1870s, while they
crafted their imagined Native characters. However, the Native Americans were just one of two
groups who were mispresented, or even erased, during the PDLC. As imagined versions of the
Timucuas and Seminoles were presented, the African heritage of St. Augustine was erased from
the pageant altogether. Native American characters were used to legitimize Spanish claims to St.
Augustine before eventually fading into the background as they were replaced with white
Americans. On the other hand, African Americans were erased from the city’s history to satisfy
the needs of elite, white residents to promote a sense of social cohesion during the Jim Crow era.

77

Scene 3: Fort Mose and the Erasure of African Americans, 1923-1930
It was near nightfall when Governor James Oglethorpe of Georgia launched an attack on
Fort San Marco. Along with his British soldiers and their Native American allies, Oglethorpe
sought to unseat the Spanish in St. Augustine. As his ship arrived in Matanzas Bay, the soldiers
saw the Spanish flag flying high above a coquina bastion, the fort illuminated by several large
bonfires which stood in relief to the night sky. Soon after their arrival into the bay, the Spanish
soldiers realized that an attack was imminent. They quickly rushed to their stations as Spanish
airs were played by the band. Suddenly, the bombardment from the water began, while more
British soldiers and Native American warriors simultaneously launched an attack from the green.
The Spaniards inside of the fort returned “such a heavy fire upon the attacking forces that they
are fully repulsed and retire beyond range.”236 Their quick victory over Oglethorpe’s forces was
immediately celebrated with a firework show, which was the “most elaborate display that has
ever been brought South.”237
Throughout the third era (1923-1930), the PDLC concluded with the siege of the Castillo
de San Marcos (1740) by the governor of Georgia, James Oglethorpe. As with other historical
scenes presented during the PDLC, Oglethorpe’s attack was simplified and used as a tool to wrap
up the day’s events. The siege was described in less than one paragraph in the souvenir booklets
and was repeated verbatim during each of the seven years of the third era. Spain’s quick victory
during the pageant was a far cry from the month-long siege.238 However, a more troubling
historical inaccuracy was the exclusion of African Americans from the struggle. Located just
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north of St. Augustine, Fort Mose -manned by freedmen- was the first line of defense for St.
Augustine. Shortly before launching the attack on the Castillo, Oglethorpe and his forces took
Fort Mose. Though they were unable to stop the British and Native Americans from reaching St.
Augustine, the freedmen continued to assist the Spanish in repulsing Oglethorpe. 239 The
exclusion of Fort Mose from the scene of Oglethorpe’s attack was just one way that PDLC
organizers purposely wrote African Americans out of St. Augustine’s history.

Spectators at the Landing of Ponce de Leon, c.1913 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

African Americans are entirely invisible in the production of the pageants, from the
earliest years of the PDLC. It was not until 1907 that there was any mention of African
Americans, and then it only served as confirmation that they were largely excluded from all
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aspects of the Celebration. When detailing the day’s events, a journalist from the St. Augustine
Record wrote that “the fort will be closed to the public until after the battle, and then it will be
opened up for a dance for white people only. The colored may listen to the concert from the
battery or hills, or they may provide a dance elsewhere for themselves. In fact, the colored
people should provide some amusement of this kind for their friends.”240 Not only were African
Americans excluded from the reimagined historical events, they were also actively prohibited
from enjoying the festivities that came along with it. Similarly, scholars have paid little attention
to the experiences of African Americans in Florida post-Civil War through the 1920s,
particularly in St. Augustine. 241 The majority of works on St. Augustine focus on the Civil Rights
era in the 1960s, well outside the scope of this project. Responding to the near invisibility of the
black community in St. Augustine’s pageantry and scholarship, this chapter will illustrate the
ways in which PDLC organizers excluded African Americans from the history of their own
community.
This chapter looks at the third, and final, era of the PDLC, which was held annually
between 1923 and 1930. As with the second era, each year is incredibly similar, so only a few
years will be analyzed in this chapter. By looking at three years, 1923, 1926, and 1930, we can
gain a good understanding of what the PDLC looked like during this final era. The first year,
1923, paved the way for the new era of the pageant. Building upon the previous era ten years
prior, organizers further developed St. Augustine’s founding myth. By 1926, Florida had
experienced significant growth in both population and economy, which impacted the scale of the
Celebration. However, the PDLC ended abruptly in 1930. Each of these three years shows the

“The city of St. Augustine is Founded” Apr. 4, 1907.
David H. Jackson, Jr. and Kimberlyn M. Elliot, “African Americans in Florida, 1870-1920: A Historiographical
Essay,” The Florida Historical Quarterly 95, no.5, (2016): 152.
240
241

80

development of the organizer’s founding myth and continued exclusion of the black community.
As has been detailed in the previous two chapters, organizers had a very specific vision in mind.
One that highlighted their heroes, Ponce de León and Pedro Menéndez, while erasing conflict
and violence perpetrated by Spaniards in St. Augustine. The expansion during the third era led to
more historical moments and the addition of two female characters. However, African American
men and women were totally absent. The African American community, and those of African
descent, had deep roots in St. Augustine. From the earliest voyages to Florida through Spanish,
British, and American colonization, Africans played an integral role in the community. Despite
this, African Americans were excluded from white festivities, both as participants and spectators.
While many contemporary historians at the time were aware of Fort Mose’s history, it played no
role in the scene of the attack by Oglethorpe. Organizers failed to acknowledge the multicultural
nature of Spanish Florida when it suited their purposes. As discussed in the previous chapter,
fictional Native American characters were used to legitimatize Spanish claims to St. Augustine.
Organizers instead chose to erase African Americans, denying the role that they played in St.
Augustine’s development. This served to create a false sense of racial harmony in the city with
no memories of the Civil War or growing violence towards African Americans during the Jim
Crow Era.
Following several years of inactivity, the PDLC was revived once again in 1923. The
hiatus was attributed to the onset of World War I (1914-1918) by the St. Augustine Record,
though there was also a significant fire in the town in 1914.242 The revival coincided with the
rebirth of the historical pageantry movement as well as a period of significant population growth
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in Florida, thanks to the land boom of the 1920s. 243 There was excitement for the return of the
PDLC. Journalists for the St. Augustine Record expressed their hopes for the event, “the
celebration to be presented this spring is the first staged since the rumble of guns announced the
war, and into it there is to be crowded all the gayety, beauty and charm possible.” 244 Preparations
began early and seemed to run smoothly, especially considering the many issues with
organization during the second era. Advertisements for the pageant began appearing in local
newspapers beginning the previous July.245 By October 1922, special edition stationary was
printed to “help advertise the Celebration to the world.”246 The return of the Celebration was
welcomed by many who felt that the PDLC was “essentially a part of St. Augustine, for the
program is designed to portray famous historical happenings of which St. Augustine has been the
center during the centuries gone.”247 For eight years white citizens enjoyed the PDLC annually.
The 1920s were a period of significant growth in Florida and St. Augustine. In just six
years the population of St. Augustine grew 200%, from a population of 6,192 in 1920 to around
18,000 by the end of 1925.248 This is especially significant considering that north Florida did not
see the growth during the land boom that was found in central and south Florida. The local
newspaper of St. Augustine, The St. Augustine Record, focused on promoting Florida.249 During
the 1920s, the St. Augustine Record was filled with advertisements for new housing
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developments in St. Augustine and across the state. Although the PDLC was covered in the St.
Augustine Record, it was not to the same degree as the second era. During the second era, the
entire process of the organization was published in the newspaper. This included details from
committee meetings, finances, and regular updates on voting for the roles of Menéndez and
Ponce de León. During the third era there was very little beyond announcing the PDLC dates and
revealing who would be playing the main roles. Because of this, our knowledge will have to
come directly from the booklets for the two years that will be covered, 1923 and 1926. The
PDLC was very similar to those of the second era, since it was the first to be held during the
revival. By 1926, the style and narrative of the third era could clearly be seen. The PDLC ended
in 1930. However, the 1930 was essentially a shorted version of the pageant from 1926, therefore
the narrative will not be discussed in great detail.
Section 1: The Final Resurrection of the PDLC
As was typical with the PDLC, the 1923 Celebration began with the arrival of Ponce de
León in St. Augustine. The scene opened upon the same fictional village of Cautio, where
members of the “Timucua tribe” mingled outside of the “little thatched teepees which are their
homes.”250 Soon thereafter, Chief Apalachee arrived from a hunting trip with several Spanish
prisoners. The captives were quickly tied to stakes as members of the village began to collect
sticks with the intention of burning the Spanish. It was not long before several warriors noticed
the arrival of caravels just offshore. Fearful of what to was come, the prisoners were untied as
the entire village retreated into the woods. A few men remained behind, hidden amongst the
bushes as Ponce de León and his retinue arrived on the shore and took possession of the new
land in the name of Ferdinand and Isabella. 251 As during previous years, Chief Lucayan of the
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Bahamas was sent forward to reason with the Timucua. He was instructed to tell them that the
Spaniards came “with no evil intent, if they were minded to be peaceable.” 252 Initially, the
warriors shot a volley of arrows from the forest at Lucayan. Instead of running, Lucayan “holds
up his hands, signifying that he is unarmed and comes in peace, at the same time giving utterance
to a peculiar cry.”253 With this act, Lucayan was ultimately able to convince a runner to bring
Cacique Timucua to Ponce de León. As the Cacique arrived, he was assured that the Spanish
came as friends. Ponce de León threw a bright scarf over the chief’s shoulders who was “very
much pleased and gratified” by the gesture. The village was then called forth to greet the
Spaniards and return their stolen horses and captives.
The following day was dedicated to the founding of St. Augustine by Menéndez. Unlike
previous pageants, his attack on the French Huguenots at Fort Caroline is mentioned, though
very briefly. According to the prologue, Menéndez was alerted to the presence of the French at
Fort Caroline, sixty miles to the north, by his Native American allies near Seloy. Early the next
day he sailed north to attack the French vessels. Menéndez was unable to catch up with them and
returned to Seloy.254 During previous PDLCs, the massacre of the French at Fort Caroline and
violence towards Native Americans were not shown at all. By the second era, Menéndez’s
interactions with Native Americans were fairly peaceful. The Native Americans were the source
of any of the violence that was committed, not the Spanish. This changed during the third era,
with the Spanish being shown as the aggressors against the Native Americans at Seloy. The new
portrayal of Menéndez came as the pageant storyline began to show even more dramatic scenes
then the previous era. There were more battles, intertribal affairs, and the addition of a love
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interest, Indian Princess Arriola. For the organizers, the conflict between Satouriara and
Menéndez provided a dramatic scene, while still showing their imagined Indian characters
ultimately accepting the Spanish colonizers.
Satouriara, the Great Incohonee, called forth hunters and fishermen and sent them in
search of game and fish. Soon thereafter the fishermen returned to the village with news of
several strange vessels offshore. Satouriara ran to the waterfront to witness the sight for himself,
before sending a runner to request that Chief Tocobayo and Chief Tequesta rush to the village.
The men sat around the fire and discussed their course of action, unaware that the Spanish had
already disembarked and were just outside of the village. When the Spanish reached the outskirts
of Seloy, they intercepted the group of hunters and took them hostage. As the soldiers arrived the
Great Incohonee rushed forward to confront the Spanish and secure his men, but Menéndez
“laughs sarcastically and drawing his sword strikes at the brave Satouriara.” 255 As the chief ran
back to the village he issued a war cry, at which point warriors surrounded the village and
Spanish soldiers. A battle ensued, in which the Spanish were quickly defeated. Menéndez raised
the flag of truce and there was peace between the Native Americans and the Spanish
colonizers.256
By 1926 there were major changes within the community. In 1925, news of a real estate
development by the famous Florida developer, D.P. Davis, broke. The St. Augustine Evening
Record published a 44-page edition of the paper that October promoting the new Davis Shores
development.257 Davis was to spend $50 million on the property that was purchased on Anastasia
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Island, just across the bay from St. Augustine. 258 The excitement of the Land Boom meant that
the newspapers were publishing almost entirely articles about the growth of the state. In 1925
and 1926, D.P. Davis and his development company were connected to the PDLC. While there is
little information included in the St. Augustine Record detailing the organization of the
Celebration, there are abundant references to how Virginia Herbsman, daughter of the director of
Public Contact for Davis Shores, was selected for the coveted role of Queen Isabella. 259 The
manager of Davis Shores, Robert R. Milam, was elected to the PDLC committee. 260 During the
Celebration, there would be a yacht regatta in the bay held “under the auspices of the D.P. Davis
Properties Sport Department.”261 With the addition of Milam to the committee, it was decided
that there would be no advertisements in the souvenir booklet, suggesting that the funds were
provided to the committee by D.P. Davis properties. Since 1907, the souvenir booklets were
filled with advertisements of local businesses, in many cases, the advertisements outnumbered
the pages dedicated to the pageant itself.
As always, Ponce de León’s arrival was set in the village of Cautio in 1513. However,
unlike earlier pageants, Native American relations are shown before the arrival of the Spanish
colonizers. This coincides with the addition of a female character, Princess Arriola. 262 It is
possible that the extended scene showing intertribal relations, along with a love interest, was a
means to create a more interesting narrative for spectators. The scene began as Chief Apalache
was away on a hunting trip with many of the warriors from the village, the Great Cacique of the
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West, Coacoochee sends a force to attack Chief Timucua. 263 A scout of Chief Apalache
witnessed Coacoochee going in the direction of the village of Cautio, and rushed to alert Chief
Timucua.264 The organizer’s choice of Coacoochee as a name was interesting, considering he
was a nineteenth century Seminole leader. Once the runner arrived with the news, Timucua held
a council-of-war where it was decided that warriors would conceal themselves in the village in
order to ambush Coacoochee. Their plan worked, and realizing he was outnumbered,
Coacoochee asked for a council with Chief Timucua. The first appearance of a female character
came following the council. On a scouting trip Timucua saw Coacoochee’s daughter, Princess
Arriola, and fell in love with her. In return for her hand in marriage, Timucua agreed to peace
and to return the western captives.265
As wedding arrangements were being made, a runner arrived and announced the return of
Chief Apalache, who had several Spanish captives in tow. It was at this point that the story
rejoined the narrative of 1923 and 1924. As the village prepared to burn the captives at the stake,
they were alerted to the arrival of Ponce de León and his men in the village. Chief Lucayan was
sent forward to tell the village that Ponce de León had no intention of harming the village, as
long as they showed no more violence to the Spanish.266 Like previous years, after initially
shooting arrows at Lucayan, Cacique Timucua agreed to meet with Ponce de León. The meeting
was successful and both groups agreed to peace.
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Catherine Canova, c. 1923 (Courtesy of the St. Augustine Historical Society)

Section 2: The Erasure of African Americans in St. Augustine
Initially, two groups were left out of the PDLC, African Americans and women. The lack
of women as participants and organizers until the 1920s is puzzling considering national trends
during the late nineteenth and early 20th century. White women generally played a central role in
white historical and commemorative movements across the south.267 This changed with the
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addition of two female characters, Queen Isabella and Princess Arriola. The character of Queen
Isabella, Queen of Spain from 1474-1504, appeared primarily in parades and in a ball held in her
honor during the pageant. On the other hand, the Indian Princess Arriola was directly involved in
the storyline. However, the PDLC remained elite and white. As discussed earlier, Virginia
Herbsman, daughter of a D.P. Davis executive, won the coveted role of Queen Isabella in 1926.
Her ladies-in-waiting and maids-of-honor were socialites from across the state. In 1925 and 1926
Frances Thompson portrayed the imagined Indian Princess Arriola. Thompson’s family were
annual winter visitors from Somerset, Kentucky, indicating that she too was from a wealthy
family. The roles were thus filled by white socialites, who had the backing of family and friends.
This support was essentially as the prominent roles of the pageant, men and women alike, were
filled through a voting process where people paid for each of their votes.268 While the absence of
female characters until the 1920s was unusual, from the first PDLCs, white women were featured
on parade floats and in tableaux vivants during the 1901 Celebration. Put simply, they were not
entirely excluded from the PDLC.
As the pageants developed over the years, one group did remain totally absent. The
silence of African Americans during the PDLC is telling. In the construction of St. Augustine’s
history for the public, organizers made a deliberate decision to erase African Americans from the
story. While organizers often did not explicitly state their reasoning for excluding the African
American community, exclusion was a common theme across the southern United States
following the Civil War. According to historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage, “whites ensured that
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public spaces conspicuously excluded any recognition of the recalled past of blacks.”269 Atlanta,
another southern city seeking to reinvent itself following the Civil War, excluded African
Americans from much of their booster materials. 270 Boosters sought to promote a strictly AngloSaxon history for the city. The same could be seen in St. Augustine, where the Spanish history of
the city was showcased while its connections to the south, primarily the Civil War, were erased.
Despite their deep roots in Florida, African Americans were entirely erased from the
history showcased during the PDLC. Historian David R. Colburn argues that “for centuries the
African American heritage in Florida has been ignored by a white population unwilling to
acknowledge that people of color had been instrumental in the creation of this state.”271 Racist
policies, including black codes, excluded African Americans in St. Augustine from public places
and events which commemorated St. Augustine’s early history. The black codes of Florida, put
into law in 1866, reestablished the legal chasm between white and black St. Augustinians
following the Civil War. African Americans were prevented from having any political rights at
all thanks to the codes. 272 Their labor could be sold if they did not pay taxes on time, white
landowners could place crop liens on African Americans that prevented them from leaving the
sharecropping system, and minor offences, such as burglary, could be punished by death. 273
However, the early history of the town was also the history of African Americans. Their history
began with the earliest Spanish voyages to southeast North America and the Caribbean.274
Organizers of the PDLC would likely have had knowledge of the multicultural nature of Spanish
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St. Augustine. Yet, the French, who had only a brief tenure at Fort Caroline, were honored
during the changing of the flags ceremony while African Americans were entirely invisible.
As discussed at the start of this chapter, there are few moments when organizers
explained their exclusion of African Americans from the Celebration. Aside from the 1907
newspaper article stating that the dance at the Castillo de San Marcos was to be whites-only,
there were no mentions of African Americans in connection with the PDLC. Unfortunately, there
are no black newspapers available for Florida from 1885 to 1930 that can be consulted to gather
what the public opinion of the Celebration was in communities like Lincolnville. Exclusion was
a common theme in historical pageants across the nation and was clearly visible in St. Augustine
during the pageant. According to historian David Glassberg, pageant organizers often excluded
large immigrant groups and African Americans.275 Typically, this was done to promote an
outward vision of social cohesion for the benefit of the white community. The remainder of this
chapter will discuss the exclusion of African Americans from the PDLC. The invisibility of the
black community is most clearly illustrated during the scene of Oglethorpe’s attack on St.
Augustine in 1740. Though Fort Mose was the first line of defense for the St. Augustine its role
in the attack, and very existence, was not acknowledged during the pageant.
Section 3: Fort Mose and African
Africans, both free and enslaved were among the first to arrive in Florida and contributed
to the development of Florida during the Spanish period. Africans were on many of the first
voyages from Spain, including when Pedro Menéndez founded St. Augustine. In the early years
of St. Augustine a small number of African men and women were brought to Florida as slaves,
possibly around 50 (much lower than the 500 that Menéndez was allowed to import per his
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charter).276 In addition to laboring for the Spanish, African men served in militias to protect
against piracy and attacks from other European powers operating in the Caribbean. 277 In St.
Augustine, there were more options for the enslaved to fight harsh conditions and mistreatment.
Further, there were more paths to freedom, even for those enslaved in English colonies.
Juan Garrido, a free African, arrived with Ponce de León during his first voyage. Garrido
was just one of many Africans, free and enslaved, to be on Spanish expeditions across the
Americas. By 1693 a royal decree granted freedom to runaway slaves coming from the newly
established Carolinas.278 From that point on, St. Augustine served as a sanctuary for runaways
from the Carolinas. Those fleeing the chattel slavery of Carolina plantations were required to
convert to Catholicism and labor for two years. The Spanish policy of not returning runaways to
their owners contributed to worsening relations. However, the Spanish took advantage of the
newly arrived freedmen. The black militia worked to protect St. Augustine and patrolled the
surrounding frontier. According to Landers, up to eighty men served at any one time, and the
royal treasury was responsible for arming them and providing provisions. 279
In 1738, Fort Mose was established as a means of protection for the Spanish in St.
Augustine. The British in Georgia, along with their Native American allies, launched frequent
attacks against Spanish Florida. It was under these conditions that Governor Oglethorpe
launched his siege against the Castillo de San Marcos in 1740, which will be discussed later in
this chapter. The militia at Fort Mose were had autonomy and were able to build a community,
with the support of the Spanish in St. Augustine. Unfortunately, as the British period began in
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1763, there were few options to remain free. When the Spanish evacuated to Cuba following the
Treaty of Paris in 1763 slaves, free blacks, and Indian allies joined them. 280
During the British period, slavery grew in Florida. While there was never a sustained
plantation-economy in Florida or St. Augustine, there was still an increasingly large enslaved
population. Governor James Grant was responsible for the creation of new plantations across the
state, as well as bringing enslaved people from the British colonies and Africa. 281 However,
British control over Florida was brief, and by 1783 Florida was once again in Spanish hands.
During the second Spanish period, there was once again a free black population. In 1793, there
were well over 100 free blacks in St. Augustine, though there was also a significant slave
population.282 By 1821 St. Augustine was once again in new hands, this time, it was the United
States. Like before, the Spanish allowed free blacks and slaves to evacuate with them to Cuba.
As farmers and planters moved into the state, the number of plantations began to grow. 283 The
conditions for African Americans in Florida remained largely the same until the Civil War. Once
the war began, there were opportunities for the enslaved gain freedom, and even to enlist in the
Union Army.284
The end of the Civil War brought with it freedom and Reconstruction. Unfortunately,
progress made by the black community during Reconstruction was short lived. Following a very
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brief period of respite, in the late 1860s white Floridians set to work establishing black codes. 285
As Reconstruction ended, southern whites signaled a period of renewed violence towards
African Americans and new laws excluding them from community life. Historian David Colburn
argues that while the city was segregated and black codes were enforced, black St. Augustinians
avoided much of the violence that marked the period elsewhere. 286 But the shooting of John
Papino tells a different story. 287 During the late 1800s, Papino was one of several African
American men who held political office in St. Augustine. In 1885, he served as City Marshal
while Edward J. Houston was the City Collector, A.A. Pappy was in the position of City
Assessor, and Domingo M. Pappy was an Alderman.288 During a council meeting a verbal
altercation broke out between Papino and a white councilman. Eventually, the white man pulled
out a gun and shot Papino repeatedly, as others watched on. Miraculously, Papino got away and
ran to the street, where he was able to find someone to take him to his home for medical
attention. The shooter went unpunished. 289 In 1889, Florida passed a series of Jim Crow laws
which legalized racist rules aimed at African Americans.290 By 1890, only one African American
served in office.291
African Americans were similarly excluded from the white, elite PDLC and segregated in
the community. They were also a source of entertainment for visitors to Henry Flagler’s hotels.
Cake walks, which involved African Americans dressing in their finest attire, and “imitating”
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whites dancing, were a popular source of entertainment in St. Augustine. 292 The best dance
couple was selected by the white audience and given a large cake as a prize. However, what
might have originally been a largely black led space was appropriated by whites for tourist
consumption. Initially, African American hotel employees would rent halls and organize the cake
walks, which were sometimes sponsored by the hotels.293 Though the white, elite visitors to
Flagler’s hotels were content watching African Americans dance for their entertainment, they
were unwilling to allow African Americans to participate in the PDLC. The cakewalks were
largely for the benefit of white entertainment. 294 However, as racial prejudice grew in St.
Augustine, the cakewalks began to disappear. 295 African Americans had originally been a large
part of the tourist industry’s workforce and involved in entertainment, like the cakewalks. By the
turn of the century, African Americans were being replaced by local whites in the workforce.
Minstrel shows soon began to replace the black led entertainment of cakewalks.
In 1907 when the St. Augustine Record suggested that “the colored people should provide
some amusement of this kind for their friends,” the African American community had long held
their own festivities in St. Augustine, including Emancipation Day.296 Pageantry and parades
were significant for many African American communities across the country. Brundage argues
that “public ceremonies, which became the preeminent forum in which blacks displayed their
recalled past, enabled vast numbers of blacks to learn, invent, and practice a common language
of memory.”297 As the PDLC organizers crafted the pageant to creating a unified founding myth,
African Americans also sought to showcase their past as well. In St. Augustine, blacks organized
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a number of festivals and parades, including Emancipation Day.298 The first Emancipation Day
ceremony in 1864 was likely the first of many in the city.299 The Emancipation Day celebration
in 1922 or 1923, featured a parade complete with floats (one showing the goddess of liberty and
her court), musicians, and black World War I veterans. The parade ended at a local park where
there were speeches and a barbecue. That night they held a street festival and orchestra
performance, much like the PDLC.300 Historian Mitch Kachun was able to reconstruct this
celebration from scant sources. Though I have been unable to locate more examples from St.
Augustine, we know that the black community regularly organized festivities. The biggest
roadblock to reconstructing black celebrations in St. Augustine is that there are so few primary
sources. While other white newspapers in Florida provide basic coverage of Emancipation Day
celebrations, this is not the case for St. Augustine. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century, The St. Augustine Record made very few references to any festivities in the black
community.
Black St. Augustinian’s exclusion was most visible during the final scene of the PDLC,
the attack on the Castillo de San Marcos by governor James Oglethorpe. Men representing
Spanish and English troops, as well Native Americans, acted out the final scene before the start
of the grand firework show above the fort. Based on how brief the description of this scene is
compared to other descriptions throughout the booklets, it is reasonable to assume that the attack
was used mostly as a means to introduce the firework show. Nonetheless, it is meaningful that
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African Americans were excluded from this brief scene because contemporary historians were
aware of their role in defending St. Augustine from Oglethorpe in 1740.
Fort Mose, also known as Santa Theresa de la Gracia Real de Mose, was established in
1738, just two miles north of St. Augustine. 301 The Spanish carefully positioned the fort to serve
as the first line of defense for St. Augustine. Francisco Menéndez, who successfully lobbied for
his freedom was the leader of the community and the black militia.302 Using their knowledge of
carpentry, stonecutting, and other valuable skills, the homesteaders of Mose constructed a fort to
the standards of the Spanish and created their own community. They planted crops, hunted in the
surrounding woods, and fished in the nearby Maria Sanchez creek. Using the plentiful hardwood
surrounding the community they built homes, while women helped by planting crops. The
militia, led by Menéndez, regularly patrolled the area for British soldiers and their Creek
allies.303
In 1733, James Oglethorpe founded the English colony of Georgia. Due to its proximity
to the new colony, Spanish Florida became a sanctuary for slaves fleeing Georgia and the
Carolinas for freedom. It was under these circumstances that Oglethorpe sought to unseat the
Spanish from Florida through sponsored raids by Creek allies and leading an attack against St.
Augustine.304 In January 1740, Oglethorpe arrived at the mouth of the St. Johns River where he
captured Fort Picolata and Fort St. Francis de Pupa. 305 Getting help from the Carolinas and his
Indian allies, Oglethorpe began a blockade on St. Augustine while waiting for support.306 After
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several attacks on residents of Fort Mose, the Governor Manuel de Montiano evacuated the
community to St. Augustine. The siege continued into June 1740, when Captain Antonio Salgado
and Francisco Menéndez launched a surprised attack on Oglethorpe’s forces who were camped
at Fort Mose. Spanish, Indian, and free blacks killed seventy-five members of Oglethorpe’s party
during the attack. Following this, Oglethorpe was forced to leave St. Augustine. 307
In the PDLC organizer’s construction of St. Augustine’s history, they purposely excluded
the history of Fort Mose and the free population of the town. Contemporary historians, including
George R. Fairbanks, William W. Dewhurst, and Charles B. Reynolds were well aware of the
status of the former enslaved in Spanish Florida. As the most prominent historians of Florida,
and well-published, PDLC organizers would undoubtedly consult the works of these men when
constructing their history of St. Augustine. Dewhurst detailed “a square earthwork with four
bastions containing a well and a house with a look-out, and surrounded with a ditch.”308 He even
suggested that a stone wall still remained at what was suspected to be the location of the fort.
When describing the Oglethorpe attack, Reynolds wrote that the British militia “stormed Fort
Moosa, which was occupied by a regiment of runaway Carolina slaves.” 309 Contemporary
historians were well aware that Spanish Florida was a multicultural society. Fairbanks wrote in
detail about the nature of “the inhabitants, many of which are mulattoes of savage dispositions,
are all in the king’s pay…a severe penalty laid on any master of a vessel that shall attempt to
carry any of them off.”310 He goes on to say that they were formed into a militia, and many were
runaways from South Carolina. 311 Fairbanks doesn’t name Fort Mose in this passage, but it is
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evident that he is referring to the free black population of St. Augustine. Despite several of the
most prominent Florida historians at the time discussing Fort Mose and the military service of
freedman, organizers chose to exclude the black community from the PDLC.
This begs to question why organizers chose to exclude the community. Across the nation
there was a concerted effort to exclude African Americans from public life and
commemorations. As Colburn has asserted, white Floridians have long ignored the role of
African Americans in the state, refusing to acknowledge “that they governed themselves
responsibly as free and independent people, and that they contributed in a variety of meaningful
ways to the development of Florida and the United States as a whole.” 312 Since St. Augustine
relied so much on northern visitors there was a concerted effort to avoid controversial issues so
as to not “excite passions” or risk business interests and the community. 313 Just as the Civil War
was erased from the PDLC, so too were African Americans. To include them in the narrative
would mean drawing attention to the conditions of the African American community and the
disastrous aftermath of Reconstruction, which included black codes and the ongoing, and
escalating, implementation of Jim Crow laws.
Ultimately, the Ponce de Leon Celebration represented only a portion of community
members and therefore, showcased an incomplete and warped version of St. Augustine’s history.
Organized primarily by elite whites, other groups would not receive a fair representation. Native
Americans were largely misrepresented, the characters crafted using racist stereotypes and
tropes. African Americans, including freedmen and enslaved people, were entirely erased.
Despite their contributions to St. Augustine the African American community did not receive
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even a passing mention. Racist policies, paired with a desire to foster an image of social harmony
to northern visitors, resulted in African Americans being excluded from their city’s history.
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Conclusion
In 1930, the PDLC of St. Augustine was held for the final time. The decision to end the
PDLC did not seem to be set in stone in the spring of 1930. Based on newspapers at the time,
there were high hopes for the future of the Celebration. The St. Augustine Record wrote that
children in attendance were the future of the pageant, “these youngsters who take part so blithely
in the PDLC of today will be leaders in the days to come, and the continuance of this big
historical pageant through the years is assured, because the young folks are being drilled in its
interest and importance, its value to the City of St. Augustine.” 314 The end of the Celebration
likely came as a result of the Great Depression. As early as 1926 the downturn hit Florida, which
had been celebrating unprecedented growth. Davis Shores, which was heavily promoted
throughout late 1925 into 1926 never came to fruition.315 The PDLC held on for a several years
while the depression took hold in the rest of the state, as many boosters fought against the notion
that the land boom was over. By 1930 there would have been no question that the economy had
collapsed considering that the depression had reached across the country. While this particular
historical pageant ended, the version of history crafted by PDLC organizers remains influential
in the public history of St. Augustine to this day.
In this thesis it has been argued that through glorification, misrepresentation, and erasure
PDLC organizers crafted their own version of St. Augustine’s origin story. They sought to
present their ideal history, one that was elite and white, for their fellow citizens and visitors from
across the nation. Though there were serious issues with the version of history being showcased
during the PDLC, the origin story can still be seen in St. Augustine today. In modern St.
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Augustine there remains an emphasis on the city’s Spanish heritage. The glorification of this
heritage can be seen across the city in historical sites, tourist attractions, and even the
architecture. There is nowhere in city that you can turn that does not have some reference to this
heritage. While many sites in St. Augustine include some history of Native Americans, it focuses
on their lives after the arrival of the Spanish colonizers and is largely based on myths. The
erasure of African Americans from the community’s history is still abundantly clear when
walking through St. Augustine. The Lincolnville Museum and Cultural Center, as well as the
Fort Mose Historic State Park, have increased their efforts to fight for inclusion in St.
Augustine’s history. Even now, St. Augustinians are obsessed with their Spanish heritage and
focus on casting themselves as the first and oldest city in the United States.
The relics of celebrations past, including costumes and carriages, were still on the mind
of city leaders years following the final celebration. On October 10, 1934 a motion was passed to
remove a shed that housed old equipment and uniforms from the PDLC.316 After months of
discussion, it was decided the following March that the equipment would be moved to the “old
cigar factory.”317 Years later in 1942 the seven carriages used during the PDLC resurfaced. In
October, the building which housed the carriages was set to be torn down. 318 A local business,
the St. Augustine Transfer Company, offered to take the carriages and get them in working order.
As part of the deal they offered to provide use of the carriages for no cost to the city should they
need them for the PDLC or any other festivities. The city did not agree to these terms and located
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another storage facility for the carriages.319 After several more years stored in a deteriorating
barn, the carriages were found to be in poor condition. Their final appearance in the City
Commission minutes comes on May 23, 1949, when they were apparently claimed by several
city commission members who hoped to refurbish them. 320 Following these carriages through the
St. Augustine City Commission minutes, it is clear that many leaders in the city were unwilling
to part with the relics of the PDLC. This also speaks to the lasting impression that the PDLC had
on St. Augustine.
Ponce de Leon’s Fountain of Youth Archaeological Park remains a popular tourist
attraction in St. Augustine to this day. As the name implies, the site claims to be the location of
the mythical Fountain of Youth. Despite the emphasis on the Fountain, serious archaeological
research has been conducted at the site. Archaeologists have found the village of Seloy, which
had been occupied by the Timucua for over 2,000 years.321 Seloy was also the town where Pedro
Menéndez’s first camped upon his arrival in St. Augustine. 322 The location has much to offer in
regards to Native history in northeast Florida, but it is oftentimes overshadowed by the mythical
fountain. The park shows the chasm between the legitimate history of St. Augustine and the
history that appeared during the PDLC. It is not until you go through the “spring house” where
you can drink a cup of water from the Fountain of Youth, that you move into a recreated village
showing the history of mission life in St. Augustine. While there is invaluable information about
Native life at the park, it is obscured by the founding myth of the city.
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While the children of St. Augustine did not revive the PDLC again, festivals and
pageantry have long remained an important aspect of community life in St. Augustine. St.
Augustinians continue to celebrate their Spanish heritage with festivals that harken back to the
PDLC. In the 1940s, the St. Augustine Garden Club launched the Day in Spain festival. 323
Unlike the PDLC, which was primarily a historical pageant, Day in Spain was a small one-day
affair. The town celebrated their heritage by selling flowers from decorated carts and staging
flamenco dancing demonstrations, all on the small picturesque streets of St. Augustine. 324 By the
1950s, this event was replaced with the Days in Spain festival organized by the local Junior
Chamber of Commerce (Jaycees). 325 The Jaycees moved the event from March to September,
which was closer to the founding of the town. Griffin notes that while the original Day in Spain
festival was meant to showcase the city’s Spanish heritage, the new Days in Spain was created to
make money.326 The Jaycees iteration of the Days in Spain festival was long-lasting, being held
until at least the 1980s.327 But it is the highlight of St. Augustine’s current festivities, Pedro
Menéndez’s birthday (established in 1978), that truly shows how important St. Augustine’s
Spanish heritage is for the community, as it also erases the past of some many other community
members.
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